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‘We’re having another baby,’ I told my friend after my twelve-week scan. And instead of the ‘congratulations’ I had been expecting – because that’s what everybody said when I announced my first pregnancy – she replied with just three words: ‘Wow, double trouble!’ This was the moment I realised that having a second baby is an entirely different experience to having a first. Not only do others treat you differently but you feel different, both physically and emotionally, even though you’ve been there before.


I went into my second pregnancy thinking that I was an old hand – confident and experienced. Just a few weeks in, I understood that while I had been pregnant, given birth and raised a baby before, this was going to be a whole new experience. Yes, I was more confident in some respects: I certainly wasn’t worrying about changing nappies, bathing, holding or dressing a baby, as I had with my first. But the space made by the absence of these anxieties was quickly filled with fresh worries: what if I didn’t love the new baby as much as my first? Was it even possible to love another child as much? What impact would the new baby have upon my firstborn? I hoped that I was giving him a playmate, a friend for life, but what if they didn’t get along? What if I upset his little world? What if he would have been happier as an only child?


And what about me? How would I cope with the pregnancy – the morning sickness and the exhaustion alone – with a toddler to entertain? And the birth: would it be as traumatic as the first time? What would I do with my firstborn when I was in labour? How would I cope in the early days with two children, especially once my partner was back at work? How would I help my two babies to bond? How would I bond with the new baby without the luxury of one-to-one time and without my firstborn feeling left out? How would I ever get out of the house with a newborn and a toddler?


The more I thought about having another baby, the more questions and concerns there seemed to be; and I was supposed to be a seasoned pro! In some ways, I felt more of an amateur than I had with my first. There is an assumption that if you’ve done it before, you must know what you’re doing, so the support for second-time pregnancies is thin on the ground. I had fewer midwife appointments and less contact with the health visitor; most pregnancy, birth and baby books and magazines were aimed at first-timers, as were antenatal and new-mum classes. I had all these questions, but fewer opportunities to ask them. I began to wonder if it was normal to have so many worries second time around. Maybe others coped better than me and that was why the support wasn’t there.


Don’t get me wrong. It wasn’t all negative. Alongside my (many) worries, I had a Waltons-esque picture of life with two children in my head and it made me excited for the future; excited to find out if we were having a boy or a girl and to see what the new baby looked like. Would they have the same big brown eyes and dark brown ringlets as our son? Would they be quiet and sensitive like our firstborn, or more extroverted? What would we call the new baby? I was excited for our little family to grow. Four felt like a nice, even number. I was curious too as to what dynamic the new child would bring to the family. Would I feel ‘complete’ once this baby arrived? I was so looking forward to newborn squish hugs again and watching the new sibling relationship develop: I imagined two children laughing and giggling in the garden together, and rushing in to wake us up early on Christmas morning; I pictured them in their early twenties, going to the pub together, the best of friends; then, in their late thirties, returning home to us for Sunday lunch with their own families.


So I think it’s fair to say my second pregnancy was a strange mix of anxiety, fear, doubt, anticipation, happiness and hope. And I suspect you are experiencing a similarly confusing blend of emotions. But please know that whether you are still at the stage of thinking about having a second baby, already pregnant with your second child or holding them in your arms, those feelings are normal.


My goal is to help you to feel more positive and prepared for life with two children, to gently nudge you towards feelings of excitement, rather than worry. I have tried to include all the questions and issues I experienced myself, and while they might not all ring true for you, you should find that your most pressing concerns are addressed.


Chapters 1 to 3 explore the decision to add another member to the family and when it’s ‘the right time’, what it feels like when that big, fat ‘positive’ appears (or indeed, takes longer than expected to appear or appears unexpectedly), and the concerns of coping with pregnancy when there’s another child to care for. Chapters 4 to 8 cover the practicalities of and planning for labour and birth second time around, especially if your first birth wasn’t a positive experience. They also look at how to prepare your firstborn for what’s to come, both practically and emotionally, as well as focusing on the period immediately post-birth – the fourth trimester – including establishing feeding and your postnatal recovery, and how all of that looks with two children. The newborn period is tackled, both when it goes to plan and when unexpected circumstances arise.


Chapters 9, 10 and 11 look at the practicalities of life with two young children (otherwise known as ‘actually managing to get anything done’) and navigating new sibling dynamics. I will propose ways in which you can help your firstborn to adjust to life as a new big brother or sister, how to minimise any difficult behaviour that they may display (as well as how to keep your cool when they misbehave or regress) and how to help your two children grow up with the most positive and close sibling bond possible. Finally, Chapter 12 explores the topic of your feelings as a parent to two – particularly guilt, which will come up time and again throughout the book. I hope to reassure you that almost anything you feel now and over the coming months is totally normal and, more importantly, transient. It also covers the topics of (gulp!) not feeling done at two and gender disappointment.


By addressing these common concerns and questions, I hope to leave you feeling prepared (emotionally and practically), reassured, confident and excited about life with two children. Because, although life as a parent to two can be (and often is) hard, it is also incredibly rewarding and joyous.


A note on using this book


This book is written in chronological order, from making the decision to try to conceive a second baby in Chapter 1, through to discussions about life much further down the line with two children, in Chapters 11 and 12. If you are reading this while baby number two is still a figment of your imagination, then please start at Chapter 1 and read on. I would suggest, however, reading only up to (and including) Chapter 9, for the time being, saving the rest of the book for when you’re already a parent of two, at which point they will make the most sense and, I believe, you will get the most out of them. If you are reading with a specific concern in mind, and don’t want to read the whole book, each chapter is free-standing; you can dip in and out and read only the chapter, or chapters that are of interest, or concern you, right now.





Chapter 1
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Deciding to Have Another Baby


One of the most common questions I am asked by parents is ‘What do you think is the best age gap between siblings?’ There is plenty of research looking into the impact of age gaps on family dynamics and relationships. For every study advocating small age gaps, you’ll find one warning against them; and for each one claiming that large age gaps are the way to go, you’ll find another suggesting that bigger is not always better. There are even studies which tell us the ‘best’ gap based on the health of the mother. In short, you can always find a study to back up any point of view. But what none of them tells us is what is right for each individual family and their unique situation. Some families thrive with smaller age gaps; others prefer much larger ones. Some don’t get to make a choice, finding themselves unexpectedly pregnant with number two. Others need to wait much longer than they had planned or hoped, sometimes giving nature a helping hand.


From my experience of working with families for almost two decades, I have seen that whatever age gap you have, you will cope; you will make the best of it for every family member and, retrospectively, you probably wouldn’t change a thing, no matter how you feel at the moment. Different age gaps bring different benefits and challenges. My aim with this chapter (and indeed the rest of the book) is to help you to understand what the science theory says, but, more importantly, how different age gaps may work for you.


The best time to have another baby: what the science says


The more I research parenting, the more I feel that science is unpredictable and somewhat unreliable in terms of studying behaviour, relationships and feelings. The research into sibling spacing is no different, so as I take you on a quick whistle-stop tour of the evidence around sibling spacing, I’d like you to keep this in mind. Consider the evidence when deciding about conceiving baby number two, but more importantly – listen to your heart too. And if you’re reading this having already conceived your second baby, please don’t get too bogged down by this research, question your decision or worry about the hand that fate has dealt you. Remember, the researchers don’t know you or your family. Having never met you, they cannot really tell you what’s best for you and your children.


The best age gap for the firstborn


For many years, scientists have been debating the best age gaps between siblings, the focus almost always being on educational attainment and intelligence. The most famous of these theories comes from social psychologists Zajonc and Markus, who conducted a birth-order study in 1975 of almost 20,000 teenagers. In their paper, they argued for larger age gaps between siblings, stating that negative effects of birth order on intelligence and educational attainment ‘are mediated entirely by the age spacing between siblings’.1 They argued that the closer the age gap, the less time the firstborn spent intellectually engaged with their parents.


Findings from a longitudinal study conducted in Hawaii, looking at almost 700 children and following them into adult life, found that an age gap of less than two years can have a negative psychological effect on the firstborn child, particularly in terms of resilience.2 Researchers believe this is due to them having less time as the full focus of their parents. In contrast, a survey of 1700 teenagers found that an age gap of either less than one year or more than five was the best psychologically for the firstborn.3 Very small or much larger age gaps, it said, helped the firstborn to feel more positive about themselves and hold less resentment towards their sibling.


Drawing conclusions based on such conflicting research is tricky. The only thing that scientists tend to agree on is that an age gap of around four years is usually the most positive for the firstborn child. This is interesting when we think about natural spacing, or rather what would happen naturally in a world without contraception or formula milk, in which natural-term breastfeeding (breastfeeding into late toddlerhood and beyond) is the norm. While modern-day society makes it tricky to research this in humans, research into the birth spacing in other primates (specifically orangutans, chimpanzees and gorillas) indicates average gaps between offspring of between three and six years.4 Studies of modern-day hunter-gatherer tribes, such as the Gainj of Papua New Guinea, have found an average gap of three and a half years between births.5 The marriage of nature norms and psychological research findings would seem to favour slightly larger age gaps.


The best age gap for the second-born


Research indicates that the health of the second-born baby is statistically better if the mother waits at least eighteen months from the birth of her first before conceiving again.6 Scientists have found an increased risk of neonatal and infant death if the space between pregnancies is less than two years.7 Nobody really understands why a shorter age gap can have such a negative impact on the health of the second-born, though many speculate it is due to the mother’s nutritional status and a potential defi-ciency in macronutrients or trace vitamins and minerals – these having been depleted during her first pregnancy and postnatal period and not yet having had the chance to fully replenish. While these findings can be shocking, you should understand that we are talking only in increased risks, not guarantees. Every day, thousands of women give birth to perfectly healthy babies who have a small age gap between them and their older sibling. We also need to contrast these findings with those that suggest that larger pregnancy spacings can present their own problems. Indeed, the same research that found problems with a gap of less than two years, also found a higher incidence of premature birth and low birth weight if there was more than four and a half years between conception and the last birth.8 Purely in terms of physical health, therefore, science seems to suggest that the best outcomes for the second baby occur when there is a gap of eighteen months to four years between pregnancies.


And what about psychological health? The same research discussed on page 9 for firstborns also applies here – favouring larger, rather than smaller gaps for the best outcomes for the second child.



The best age gap for the mother


If a mother conceives again before her firstborn is eighteen months old, research suggests that she will face a higher incidence of premature rupture of membranes (waters breaking), placenta issues (such as abruption, where the placenta prematurely detaches from the uterus, and placenta praevia, where the placenta grows over, or very close to the cervix, the opening of the uterus), an increased chance of uterine rupture if her first birth was by caesarean and an increased risk of pre-eclampsia.9 Alarmingly, research has found that mortality risk later in life (between the ages of forty and seventy-three) is higher for both mothers and fathers when the gap between their children is less than eighteen months.10 These parents also require more prescription medication than their counterparts who have children with larger age gaps. Those with much larger age gaps (over four years), however, also have a higher mortality risk.


The science here appears to agree with research looking at the best age gaps for the children themselves; i.e. that somewhere between an eighteen-month and a five-year gap is ideal. Science is only one part of the picture, though, and as I mentioned at the start of this section, the researchers don’t know you or your personal circumstances. So while research can help us to make an informed choice, particularly with respect to the outcome for our physical health of different age gaps, it can never provide us with a definitive answer. This decision is one that must be as individual as your own circumstances are.


So far, we have focused mostly on the potential risks of certain age gaps. Now let’s look at the benefits of different age gaps and the experiences of real-life families who have ‘lived’ them, including my own.



The top ten benefits of smaller age gaps


‘You’ve got your hands full.’ This is something that every parent of children with small age gaps will get used to hearing. My favourite comeback to this is: ‘And my heart too.’


Small age gaps are not for everyone. They can be exhausting and require military-style planning, but they can be incredibly rewarding and provide several benefits:




1. Getting the sleepless nights out of the way all at once Close age gaps mean that your body is used to frequent night waking. The likelihood is that either your firstborn will have only just started to sleep through the night when baby number two arrives, or perhaps they will still be waking regularly. It may sound like a strange benefit, stringing all the sleepless nights together, but once you’re used to the lack of sleep, it doesn’t seem like too much of an issue to add another year or two, knowing that you won’t need to go back to this stage again in the future. Similarly, the exhaustion of nappy changing, potty training, weaning, teething and developmental spurts and leaps are all over and done with in a relatively short time period, rather than being stretched out over many years.


2. Reclaiming your home more quickly When your children all go through the baby and toddler phase at a similar time, your home will look more like a page from a baby-equipment catalogue than an interiors magazine. True, the plastic toys, bulky high chairs, bouncy seats and blocks that litter your floor will be there for four or five years, but then you will be able to regain a sense of adult normality again. The dirty handprints on every door-frame, crayon wall decorations and unidentifiable sticky substances on every surface will disappear for good, and the cream carpet that was such a silly choice with toddlers will suddenly become a viable alternative again.


3. Sharing toys and equipment When your children are of a similar age, they can share the big stuff: climbing frames, ride-on cars and even games consoles in later years can be used by both children at the same stage. Yes, they will need their own toys but a lot of the big, more costly stuff can be shared, reducing expenditure.


4. Shared interests between siblings When your children are a similar age, it’s more likely that their interests will align, meaning fewer fights over watching Peppa Pig or MTV. Family activities are also easier to plan when the children are all into trains or princesses, superheroes or dinosaurs at the same time.


5. Less potential for sibling rivalry If your firstborn is very young when your second baby arrives, the chances are they won’t remember being your only child. Potentially, this means the transition may be less difficult for them, with less jealousy, difficult behaviour or sibling rivalry in the early years.


6. Siblings growing up close in age With close age gaps your family all grows together, which means your children will share their early years and their teen years, going through their university or college or early career years together and then, later, possibly starting a family at the same time. By sharing life experiences in this way, they may support each other more and form a closer bond and friendship as they age.


7. Less career disruption Having children close together means that your maternity leave will be taken in a more condensed period of time, with perhaps only a few months back at work before your second leave begins. While this could be disruptive in the short term, once you return to work after the birth of your second baby, the uninterrupted time will allow you to focus fully on progressing your career.


8. Attending the same schools at the same time Aside from being practically easier if children attend the same school at the same time (meaning only one school run), they can also support each other at school and may even share friendship groups.


9. Simpler childcare choices Children of a similar age are more likely to be together in the same room in a nursery or may share a childminder or nanny. Smaller age gaps can also mean not having to juggle school ‘wraparound’ care, with a different all-day childcare provider for the younger child.


10. Fertility or age issues If it took a long time to conceive your first baby, or perhaps you needed fertility treatment, trying to conceive again sooner rather than later makes a lot of sense. Similarly, if you feel that your biological clock is ticking, and that age isn’t on your side, a smaller age gap is an obvious benefit.





My story


I’m an only child and I lost my own parents when I was in my early twenties. As the only member of my immediate family alive, I knew that I wanted more than one child, to prevent my child from feeling as alone as I did. So even before my first baby was born, I was certain I wanted to add to our family quickly.


When my son was born, I was pleasantly surprised at how well I coped. I don’t know what I expected life as a new mum to be like, but I must have been pretty pessimistic. As it turned out, I was lucky to find breastfeeding quite easy and emotionally I felt very content and calm, despite a traumatic birth experience. I was in my mid-twenties and fit from regular yoga classes. My physical recovery after a natural (albeit unpleasant) birth was quick, and although I was breastfeeding exclusively, my periods returned at twelve weeks postpartum. When my son was six months old, my husband and I decided to try for another baby. I had resigned from my job; having told them I didn’t want to return at the end of my maternity leave, and it felt like we had every reason to add to our family quickly and no real reason to wait. Four weeks later I took a positive pregnancy test, having fallen pregnant the very next cycle.


My early pregnancy went well. I felt very little nausea or tiredness and I focused on raising my son. Because of this, the weeks whizzed by. First time around, each trimester felt like an age and it seemed like I had been pregnant for ever. This time, the pregnancy felt much shorter. However, the latter half of the pregnancy was not so easy. My son was an early walker; he started to walk at ten months old, just as I hit the big and uncomfortable phase of pregnancy. Chasing around after an energetic toddler in the later stages of pregnancy is not fun. Then I started to experience pelvic-girdle pain, my son’s hyperactivity increasing as my own mobility decreased. Finally, the very end of my pregnancy was tricky as I developed pre-eclampsia and had to be hospitalised. (I know now that small age gaps significantly increase the risk of pre-eclampsia.) We muddled through though, with a lot of help.


When my second baby was born – another boy – my firstborn was one day short of sixteen months. We’d had discussions and read books together, but I don’t think he really understood the concept of another baby arriving. And although I was worried about this beforehand, I think his lack of understanding really helped. He accepted his brother immediately and there were no jealousy, behaviour regressions, tantrums or tears over the new baby – perhaps because he didn’t really remember life beforehand. This continued through my second-born’s babyhood and we didn’t notice any sibling rivalry for at least two years. Our second-born slotted into the family with ease, we already had all the equipment that we needed and growing up close in age meant that the boys had common interests and activities. They shared a room and napped at the same time, giving me some much-needed child-free time. I found it such a positive experience, that when my second baby was five months old I was pregnant again with number three (and number four two years after that)!


There have been times when I’ve questioned the decision to have children with small age gaps, but I think I would have questioned opting for larger gaps too. Raising children close together has been exhausting and hard work, but now we’re all coming out of the other side together. For our family small age gaps have worked well. For others, I know it wouldn’t, but all we can do is to consider our own personal circumstances and make the choices that feel right for us.



The top ten benefits of larger age gaps


We know that science generally supports a larger age gap, but by no means is that the only reason to consider greater spacing between siblings. Here are some of the top reasons for choosing to wait before welcoming baby number two:




1. It allows children more individual attention Perhaps the best benefit of a larger age gap is the opportunity to give each child more of your undivided time and attention. The first three years of life are often considered the most important in terms of parental affection and attention. Waiting until your firstborn is at least three or older means that you can devote yourself fully to their baby- and toddlerhood. By the time your second baby arrives, your firstborn will be at school (unless you plan to home educate), allowing you undivided time to get to know and bond with your new baby. Fulfilling these needs one-to-one in the early years reduces the chance of sibling rivalry, as each child is more likely to feel that they get, or got, what they need from you.


2. Easier preparation of the firstborn child Trying to prepare a toddler for the arrival of a new sibling is a tough task. With limited communication skills and understanding, it’s impossible for them to grasp the enormity of what’s going to happen to them. Older children have more developed levels of abstract and hypothetical thinking, meaning that their understanding is greater and any preparation you do should be more successful – a more prepared child is more likely to respond positively to the transition once the new baby arrives.


3. A ready-made helper A larger age gap means that your firstborn will probably be better able – and more willing – to help when the new baby arrives. Don’t underestimate the help a young child can provide, from fetching a clean nappy to entertaining the baby while you prepare dinner. Often, their input is invaluable.


4. Greater potential for career progression A larger age gap enables longer periods at work without interruption. That means more scope to climb the career ladder in between children, or time to complete training or further education.


5. Less sibling rivalry as the children grow As children get older, a larger age gap can allow them to develop their own interests and friendship groups. Differing interests can mean less bickering over activities, and fewer, or no, shared toys give children a sense of ownership that helps them to feel more positive about their sibling.


6. More time to restore your fitness and weight There’s no denying that pregnancy, birth and breastfeeding take their toll on the body. I’ve always thought the saying ‘nine months on, nine months off’ was ridiculously optimistic – because you spend at least the first three to six months of those nine months in a baby bubble. More realistically, we’re talking years and not months to restore your body, regain fitness and lose baby weight. Waiting until you are more ‘you’ before having another baby is a common reason to choose a bigger age gap.


7. Makes the joy last longer Small age gaps may get you through the exhaustion and trauma of baby and early childhood more quickly, but they can also rush through the joy. If you’re caught up in all things pregnancy, baby and toddler at once, time passes quickly and, before you know it, your children are all teenagers and the joy of ‘little parenting’ has been and gone. Larger age gaps give you time to drink everything in and enjoy every sticky moment.


8. A more relaxing pregnancy and fourth trimester There’s no denying that pregnancy while raising a baby or toddler is not the easiest experience in the world. Waiting until your child is older, a little calmer, sleeping through the night and with better understanding means pregnancy and the immediate postnatal period is usually more enjoyable and less stressful. If your firstborn is old enough to be at nursery or preschool, it also means you’ll have time to relax and nap in the daytime when the exhaustion kicks in. Spacing pregnancies further apart can also help them to feel more special, rather than a chore to be endured.


9. Less maternal guilt Regardless of how big or small the age gap, you will always feel guilty when your second baby arrives. Waiting a little longer can, however, ease the feeling of not being able to meet your firstborn’s needs any longer or depriving them of some of their babyhood.


10. Time to save Financial considerations may seem heartless but they are an important part of deciding to have a second baby. Waiting a little longer gives you time to save, allows you to spend on any big jobs or purchases that are needed before the added expenditure of a new baby, or time to build up a nest egg to see you through longer parental leave, or perhaps switching jobs, reducing to part time or not returning to work at all after your second baby is born.





I asked some parents who had larger age gaps about their experiences and what they would share with other parents who were considering – or facing – bigger intervals between children. Here are two of their stories:


Abby’s story


We’ve got a twelve-year age gap between our two boys. Both children were planned; the second just took a lot more time to arrive. We were actively trying from when the first child was three years old, but after four miscarriages and five rounds of IVF, we decided it just wasn’t meant to be. Then, a few months later, we found I was pregnant naturally!


Luckily, our first child has always wanted a sibling, although we were concerned during the pregnancy that he didn’t really understand what he was asking for. He was very attentive and helpful though, even accompanying me to midwife appointments and listening to the heartbeat. We would talk openly about our feelings and make sure every conversation wasn’t about the baby.


Once our second child was born, he was so excited to finally have a brother, doting and wanting to help where possible. The big age gap meant that he had a better grasp of what was going on, and knew that although we had given him all our love and attention on a one-on-one basis before his brother was born, during the early few months the baby would take up a bit more of our time, while he was still loved and valued. Luckily, we’ve not yet seen any jealousy. The first child is becoming more independent and self-sufficient; he likes playing with his brother, but he also likes going out to play with his friends. I know the boys will not grow up playing together, but they have their own special bond, which I’m sure will continue to grow stronger over the years.


Deciding on an age gap is a personal decision, and what matters most is that everyone is loved and cared for. The big age gap works well for us, as we’ve been able to include the first child in all aspects of his brother’s life, even down to being there for the birth, which we thought would help with bonding. To anyone who is considering a larger age gap, I’d suggest talking to your child openly and including them in the pregnancy. They will feel more involved as a family member, which will help with bonding, both with parents and with the new arrival. It will also help the older child to still be a child as they play with the younger one, which is adorable to watch.


Catherine’s story


Before we had our first baby, we thought that we’d have our children close together, to avoid prolonging the years of limited sleep and total dependency. ‘Once you’re in a muddle you may as well stay in one,’ a friend of mine says. When our daughter arrived, I remember us both talking about having another child soon, having found the birth and early days quite euphoric and addictive. However, our expectations that sleep would improve as time went on turned out to be completely unrealistic. Months six to twelve in particular bring up quite painful memories of pure and utter exhaustion, guilt at not enjoying her as much as I felt I should and challenges within my relationship with my husband. I became obsessed with anything that might affect her sleep and resented my husband because I was breastfeeding so frequently in the night I felt I was doing it alone. He, in turn, felt alienated when all I talked about was her sleep and breastfeeding difficulties. When I went back to work part time when she was thirteen months old, I was forced to night wean as she was waking every one and a half hours and I couldn’t function. This actually went really well because even though she continued to wake a lot, suddenly my husband was able to do so much more to help, and with a little more sleep under my belt I was able to think (slightly) more rationally about what was happening.


Until this stage, if anyone brought up the subject of a second child, the pair of us would literally shudder. I could not have imagined anything more horrific! But when she started to sleep a bit, we began tentatively to discuss it, although I felt I needed the time to ‘enjoy’ my daughter that I had missed out on through sleep deprivation. Around this time I had a sure feeling that I was pregnant (unplanned), but lost the baby very early on – a chemical pregnancy. Despite the trepidation at coping with a pregnancy at this point, I felt very sad. My husband was less affected as it was such an early loss, but we both became surer that we were nearly ready for round two. We planned to try again when our daughter turned two and fell pregnant the first month of trying. By then we were both loving toddlerhood with her and the hard times were starting to fade enough around the edges to make us really optimistic about getting a sleeper this time! It all feels so right, and we feel prepared to cope with the worst of times now knowing we’ve come out the other side once before.


How do you know when you’re ready for number two?


I wish I could give you a definitive answer to this question, but I can’t. Some people ‘just know’ that now is the right time; others question their decision right up until their second baby is born and beyond. Some make a very rational decision, weighing up the pros and cons; others focus solely on their heart and instincts.


I don’t think there is any one correct answer, and there are certainly no incorrect ones. So what I will give you instead is a breakdown of some of the points to consider when either you don’t have that instinctive feeling about the ‘right’ time or fate doesn’t choose it for you. I’ve divided them into two categories: head and heart. Ideally, these will be in agreement, but often they are not. If this is the case for you, I can’t offer advice, because everyone’s circumstances are so different but I will say that while I’ve never met anybody who regretted having a second baby (even though they weren’t sure it was the right time, or indeed the right thing to do), I have spoken to those who regret not having had one.


‘Head’ decisions


I asked parents about the practical points they considered when planning their second baby. Here are some of their answers:


Finances


We decided to wait for three years before getting pregnant again. We had a loan we needed to pay off and we knew it would be a struggle with two children. Waiting allowed us to save and clear the loan, which made our second pregnancy and the arrival of our second daughter a much more relaxed experience.


Work


I thought I’d like a two-year age gap, but I started a new job just after my maternity leave ended, so wanted to get up to speed before getting pregnant. In the end we went for a two-and-a-half-year age gap, which has worked really well.



Space at home


Space was really cramped in our old house. So we decided to do a loft conversion before we got pregnant again. I get anxious with lots of clutter and mess and I knew it wouldn’t be a good idea to get pregnant while the builders were working. As soon as the conversion was completed we decided to try again and our second baby was born a year later, by which point we had moved into the new loft room and turned our old bedroom into a nursery.


Waiting until the first child is out of nappies


We always wanted a sibling for our daughter, and there were no major changes in our lives that had to wait, so a month or two after she was one we thought we should start trying. It took us five months, which brought the age gap to two and a half years. It was a plus that our eldest was out of nappies before the youngest was born.


Waiting until the first child sleeps better


My second baby is almost eighteen months old now, and there are just over two years between her and my firstborn son. I didn’t want less than two years as my firstborn wasn’t a great sleeper.


A ticking biological clock


My eldest was two and a half when number two was born. I was told a year beforehand that I had secondary infertility, so it was a now-or-never-let’s-just-try sort of thing.



Previous fertility issues


We have a two-years-and-six-weeks age gap. We rushed into trying for number two as number one had taken us four years to conceive, so we expected to have to go through all that again, but then he came along straight away.


Replicating – or avoiding – your own family gaps


My partner and I had a twenty-two-month and a two-anda-half-year age gap with our own siblings and felt that had worked for us as children, so wanted to replicate it. Before our first was twelve months old it was definitely too early for us to try to conceive again. I feel within a year of birth it’s difficult to make big decisions, as your views are influenced by hormones and sleep deprivation. When she was thirteen months old and sleeping through the night, we felt ready to try again. I have read that it takes at least a year to recover from pregnancy and a gap of more than two years has beneficial effects on brain development of the baby.


Weighing up the pros and cons


Some parents, particularly those who like to make rational decisions, find that weighing up the pros and cons of when – and indeed whether – to have a second child and drawing up a ‘reasons-to-wait list’ a useful exercise.


If you are still undecided, try filling in the blank chart at the back of the book (see page 265), which has space for your notes under the following headings:




• Reasons to wait


• Importance out of 10 (10 being the most important)


• Possible solutions





You might also want to make a copy for your partner to complete, and then discuss your lists.


‘Heart’ decisions


Some people can’t rationally explain their reasons for going ahead with, or waiting to welcome, a second child. They just have a gut feeling that it’s the right – or the wrong – time. But some people never experience that gut certainty. Sometimes the stars seem to align, and things just feel right.


I spoke with some parents who told me they ‘just knew’ it was the right time or decided to leave the decision up to fate. Here’s what they told me:


I have twenty-one months between baby one and baby two. I knew I wanted a second child before number one was even here!


I became pregnant within the first month with baby number one, so we decided to ‘see what happens’ with number two. We started trying when my firstborn was ten months old and I fell pregnant within a month again!


In my head I knew it was the wrong time. I’d just started a new job and my son wasn’t sleeping well. Financially things could have been better too. I just had this feeling though, that now was the right time. It was weird, considering everything practically was so wrong! My heart won in the end and now our baby daughter is here, and I wouldn’t change anything for the world.


When our firstborn was a year and a half old I just had this very strong feeling that now was the right time. I can’t explain it. I just knew that another little soul was waiting to join us and was getting impatient.


So sometimes your head and your heart agree; other times they clash. If I could give you one piece of advice about trying to decide on the right time, it would be listen to your heart. It’s almost always possible to resolve or work around most of the obstacles your head throws at you. In reality there is never a perfect time. There will always be a practical reason to postpone trying to conceive again. Often, there are unconscious fears and doubts that have nothing to do with the reasons we have come up with for delaying conception, the most common of these being previous traumatic experiences during pregnancy, birth and the postnatal period. If you think this may apply to you, see Chapter 6, where I discuss some of the common causes of anxiety and how to prepare yourself for the calmest and most positive outcome second time around.


What if you are unexpectedly pregnant?


So far, this chapter has focused on planned pregnancies and making a conscious and informed decision to conceive baby number two. I’m fully aware, however, that not all readers will be in this position. Surprise pregnancies can be a wonderful and joyous occasion. I know many couples whose second child was an unplanned but very welcome surprise. I have also met many who weren’t so thrilled with the news, at least not initially, and I have worked with mothers who were traumatised at finding out they were expecting again – some because it meant they would have to face head-on the demons they encountered first time around and a lot sooner than they had anticipated, others because of a breakdown or difficult patch in a relationship and still others because it felt like the wrong time, whether for financial, practical or health reasons. One thing I can tell you, however, is that each and every family managed to work with the situation that fate had dealt them, every one of those mothers fell head over heels in love with their new addition and none of them would change their second child for the world. For some of them, it took a lot of work to reach this point, but they all got there eventually, just as I know you will too.
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