

[image: Image Missing]





[image: Image Missing]







[image: Image Missing]

www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2017 by Coronet


An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Giovanna Fletcher 2017


The right of Giovanna Fletcher to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.
 No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 1 473 65125 8


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hodder.co.uk




For all the mums out there doing their best – failing and succeeding on a daily basis. I’m with you! 
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INTRODUCTION


‘It all just seems a little bit perfect, and we want people to be able to relate …’ Perfect? I had to chuckle when I once got this note through from an editor about a family piece I’d written. My life is not perfect. I can see how it might look that way from the outside – I have a wonderful ‘hands-on’ husband, two adorable boys and am somehow managing to keep working – but I’m still winging it like every other mum. I’m still dealing with the same crap of disrupted sleep, sore nipples, and being regularly peed or puked on … I’m still struggling with the unbearable reality of mummy-guilt and wondering how it’s possible to have a career while still being the best mum I can be to Buzz and Buddy. 


I have good days and I have bad days, and even though I try not to dwell on the bad, I sometimes find a good old cry can work wonders at dissipating a low mood or feelings of frustration. Failing that, laughter helps. When things have built up, and are threatening to cause a wobble, they suddenly become less oppressive and easier to handle when you stop and ponder on the ridiculousness of it all. After all, the world is not going to end because your toddler refuses to nap, brush his teeth or put on a pair of shoes, yet those little moments can sometimes feel like huge challenges when they’re happening. I occasionally catch myself mid-shoe-wrestle and have a proper giggle at the absurdity of my life. But I wouldn’t swap it. Little struggles like that will never outshine the magic of a first smile, an innocent belly-laugh or the first time your child kisses you for no reason other than their own desire to. Moments like that are heavenly! 


Right now I’m asking myself why I’m writing this book and wondering if anyone will find a book I’ve written about being a mum interesting. It’s quite a big-headed assumption to make – it’s not like writing fiction where you’re asking people to invest in the characters you’ve created. This is more personal. But my own self-doubt aside, I know that certain posts on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and YouTube (yes, I’m on the lot) really resonate. They spark discussions. Each time I share a blog post or new video where I talk about pregnancy, my changing body or dealing with a toddler and a newborn, I feel an overwhelming sense of togetherness when the comments come flooding in and ladies start sharing their own stories. We’ve all been through something huge and life-changing, so it makes sense that we want to talk about it with one another.


The bizarre thing I’ve found about parenting is that every single person on earth seems to have an opinion on how you raise your child and will therefore offer you endless advice. People will passionately tell you the right way to parent, but each person will tell you something entirely different, leaving you with completely conflicting ideas and a frazzled brain. Because you’re instantly hit with this idea of there being a ‘right’ way to parent, it’s easy to feel judged and insecure from day one. And every area is up for debate – whether you fall pregnant instantly or struggle with IVF, opt for a natural birth or a ‘sunroof’ (C-section), breastfeed or choose to use formula, co-sleep or pop them in their own room straight away … There are even judgments cast on the type of child carrier you use! It’s bonkers. 


Each child is as different as you and I. Therefore, I believe there isn’t a one-method-fits-all strategy, no matter how appealing that idea might sound (sorry Gina Ford). I think it’s best to gather all the advice given, do your own research and then chuck it all away and give yourself time to figure out a way that works for you and your family. Ultimately we all have the same goal – to bring up a generation of children who are confident, happy and loved – so let’s not bash the people doing their hardest to achieve that. Let’s empower each other and show support. That’s what I’ve been doing online (mostly. I’ve also been playing around with Snapchat filters) and I hope to continue that philosophy here while detailing my own take on motherhood. I want to focus on certain aspects of being a mother, share my thoughts on it and open up conversations for other women who might be experiencing something similar. 


I’m a real mum and I care about other women. I want us all to feel unified and supported, not isolated and alone, or defensive over the choices we’ve made in case someone tells us we’re wrong. 


A health visitor once said to me, ‘We do what we have to do to get through it …’ Buddy was only days old and Buzz was going through a sleep regression. I’d confessed (it even sounds like a sin) that me and Tom were sleeping in different rooms so that Buzz could be in with one of us and not disrupt Buddy. It meant that we could all get some sleep, but it wasn’t ideal. I expected her to warn me about creating ‘a rod for my own back’, but she didn’t. Instead she said what I needed to hear. More than that, she meant it. I felt much more confident in the choices we were making after that. 


Our words affect others. 


We can use them to strengthen or to belittle and crush. 


I know what I want mine to do.
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LET’S START AT THE BEGINNING


I wondered whether to include this part of my journey into motherhood or not. It isn’t a particularly positive, jolly or upbeat section. But it was the start of it all, and it’s turned me into the mum I am now. So here goes …


I always knew that I wanted children. Lots of them. When I envisaged my future I’d see a crowded dinner table on a Sunday, lively with endless conversation and laughter. All my children, their partners and their children catching up as I dished up the crispy spuds and tended to their every need. In my mind they were probably all wearing clothes I’d made for them out of old curtains and ready to burst into song at any minute. I saw my mummy style future as a mash-up of the OXO lady in the adverts and Maria from The Sound of Music. Wholesome, caring, doting. Simply perfect. I’ve always been filled with a need to mother and nurture those around me. Yes, I knew I wanted children. Lots of them. 


So imagine my surprise when I came off the contraceptive pill after eight years of being on it and my periods failed to return – and not because I was pregnant. I quite liked it at first – not having to put up with the hassle of Aunt Flo’s monthly visits – but the longer she was MIA, the more I started to get concerned. Other little things had started to creep in at this point too – my weight had started to edge slowly upwards, I got random spots on my back and I got hairy (something I always put down to being half Italian and stupidly helping myself to my dad’s razor when I was about ten years old to get rid of my innocent blonde upper-lip hairs – idiot!). 


Thanks to feeling like I’d become a chubby, spotty and hairy monster I knew something was up, so decided to go to the doctor to find out what. The results of a few tests confirmed that I had PCOS – polycystic ovary syndrome. The doctor handed me a leaflet she’d helpfully printed off the internet telling me all about my ovaries, hormone levels and excess follicles. I looked at it in horror when I noticed one of the subheadings was titled ‘fertility’. I asked the doctor about it and her response was not to worry just yet. We could address the issue when it was something I was ready to focus on. 


Hmmm … I’d got engaged a couple of months before and knew I didn’t want to wait too long after my wedding to fall pregnant (in an ideal world), so regardless of her words I was a bit worried. I hadn’t realised Aunt Flo’s extended vacay could affect my future so dramatically.


Rather than let me dwell on the matter too much in her office, the doctor sent me on my merry way, armed with the ‘useful’ printout from the internet and a new contraceptive pill to level out my hormones. 


The new pill was awful. I’m pretty sure it was made by the devil himself to torture women. I felt sick all the time, had a bloated tummy and felt like I was living in a fog of grogginess. It felt like I was experiencing a few early pregnancy symptoms without any of the joys of actually being pregnant. It sucked. 


Eventually a friend of mine who actually was pregnant recommended I go to see her baby doctor (we could call him a gynaecologist or obstetrician, but ‘baby doctor’ seems friendlier). He put my mind at ease straight away. He explained exactly what was going on – basically (this is how I understood it but I’m not a doctor and tend to suffer from selective hearing) my body was producing too much insulin, which in turn made too much testosterone (no wonder I was getting hairy). Testosterone builds the follicles in your ovaries where your eggs are held. Each month one egg matures more than the others and pops out – which is when you’re ovulating and babies can be made. As the testosterone was creating too many follicles it meant none of the eggs could mature to a good enough size to hatch and encourage my cycle. But he was confident he could level out my hormones and get me ready to start making bambinos whenever I wanted to. His words were such a relief.


He took me off the monster pill straight away and put me onto a kinder one. He also told me about Metformin, a drug that was originally developed for people suffering from diabetes but can also work wonders for women who don’t ovulate.


I felt lighter and happier when I left my new doctor’s office, simply because I had a better understanding of what was happening to my body and I felt reassured that there was still a way for me to have children. Plus, there are many women in the public eye who have talked openly about having PCOS and have gone on to have loads of children – like Jools Oliver and Victoria Beckham, to name just a couple. 


The appointment made me believe in my body again and gave me a kick up the butt to fill it with goodness and treat it a little better. The new pill was less aggressive on my body and thankfully soon the nasty symptoms from before started to disappear. 
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After our wedding a year later I came off the pill and started taking Metformin. I was concerned with how having PCOS would affect us making some mini-Fletchers and therefore wanted to prepare my body for what was to come. Although in my mind I always told myself we wouldn’t openly admit we were ‘trying’, more that we were no longer being careful and were tempting fate. 


I fell pregnant in the second month of ‘not trying’. I couldn’t quite believe it so I peed on many a stick to be sure. After a year or two of worrying over whether I could fall pregnant or not, it had happened so easily and incredibly quickly. As I lay on the sofa feeling sick and full of cramps, a huge part of me felt it was too good to be true.


Sadly, it was. 


A few days later I woke up to blood. Anyone who’s ever experienced that moment knows the paralysing horror that comes with it. I just stared at it for ages, not entirely sure what to do. I turned to Google, obviously, sieving my way through dozens of conversation threads on mummy forums and trying to only read the bits that told me what I wanted to hear (that selective hearing thing again), bending the truth slightly so that I could comfort myself and say it was nothing to worry about as it was only slight spotting. I knew it was more than that.


My boobs were also alerting me to things changing, which I know sounds absolutely ridiculous, but as soon as I found out I was pregnant they’d turned into these full, bouncy mounds – the sort of boobs I’d always dreamed of having. However, that morning they didn’t feel the same. They just felt less spongy, as though they’d deflated a little. And then there were those aforementioned cramps. I’d told myself they were just the mild cramps I’d been reading about on the internet and the apps I’d downloaded – they told me to expect a bit of discomfort … but how do you know if cramps have gone from mild to something more, or if you’re just being a bit of a wimp? 


I kept myself busy around the house and tried not to think about it – which in reality meant that I thought about it non-stop. 


Annoyingly Tom had to go to a radio show in London that day and then head straight on to Birmingham for a gig. He was gutted to be leaving me, but I told him I was fine, that it was nothing and it would all be OK. I would call if anything changed. 


Unfortunately for us, it did. 


The red flowed heavier, as though it was mocking me for thinking something so special could be achieved so effortlessly. 


I’d only got around to telling two people I was pregnant – even then I knew I should’ve waited just in case, but I couldn’t help sharing our wonderful news. Now I needed to talk. I phoned my friend who knew I was pregnant, sobbing. Since she was the same friend who’d sent me to her baby doctor, she urged me to call him. 


They asked me to head into town for a scan. 


I can remember the journey into London so vividly – sitting in the back of a taxi on the A40, the sun shining brightly even though it was a cold day in December, and Bob Marley playing on the radio, telling me Every little thing is gonna be all right … 


I’m a sucker for signs. 


I thought that it was my one big beacon of hope declaring that a little human was still growing inside me. I actually feel sorry for that gullible version of me trying to hold her crap together, thinking Bob Marley was trying to reassure her from beyond the grave. 


My sonographer was waiting for me when I arrived. Unfortunately, the scan showed there was nothing there. No heartbeat. No baby. Nothing. I’d suffered a complete early miscarriage at just over six weeks. The lady delivering the sad news was incredibly sweet and consoling, but every part of me wanted to get out of that room as fast as I could. I wanted to run away. I wanted to go outside and scream at the world. I knew I couldn’t hold in the emotions that were bubbling away inside me. 


I phoned Tom as soon as I left. He’d just finished his radio interview and they were about to make the drive to Birmingham. The sound of the phone ringing as I waited for him to answer brought him closer to me, but that also meant I was going to have to tell him. And that made it real. I was sobbing before he even answered.


I felt like I’d completely failed him. Us. I might’ve only known I was pregnant for a few days but I’d been carrying around hopes and dreams of being a mother for two decades. In my first experience of becoming one I’d been unsuccessful. A failure. I would never hold that baby in my arms and the thought was crushing. 


After speaking on the phone, Tom drove round to where I was standing sobbing on a London street corner and held me. It was brief but necessary. It wasn’t just me who was experiencing the loss. 


Tom eventually got back into the car with the boys and told them what had happened while I got into a taxi home. I felt empty, numb and raw, although I experienced an emotional explosion of tears whenever I thought I was getting a grip on the situation. Partly because it was absolutely devastating, but also because I didn’t want to accept it. 


I felt so utterly alone. The ridiculous thing about not telling anyone that you’re pregnant before the twelve-week scan is that no one can be there to comfort you when something like losing a child happens. You’re waiting to be told that everything is perfectly fine with your baby, but you need the people close to you to be there if that’s not the case. 


I longed for the comfort of my family on that day, but I also knew I just wanted to cry and deal with it in my own way. I didn’t want the fuss. I didn’t want to worry about them being sad about it too. Or for them to be worrying about me.


I sent them a text message. 


I know … How odd of me. I just couldn’t face phoning each of them and telling them. I didn’t want to say I’d been pregnant but miscarried. I didn’t know how to structure those sentences and put the right words together. But I needed them to know. I needed them to mentally be with me even if I didn’t want them physically with me. 


My mum phoned me and cried when she heard me crying; having miscarried what would have been my twin when I was only a few weeks in utero, she knew how I was feeling. My dad texted me back to tell me how much he loved me. It was enough knowing they were there. I needed their love.


That night, after she’d heard the news from her fiancé Harry, Izzy Judd (then Johnston) came over to be with me. She didn’t try and force a conversation out of me or make a fuss. In fact, the best thing she did was bring around something to do – there was only a week to go until their wedding and she had favours to put together for the guests. We sat for hours putting beautiful little stickers onto packets of seeds and boxes of matches, a job I more than welcomed. 


I didn’t need someone to talk or who felt the need to try and take the pain away, to pretend it wasn’t happening or to give me an endless list of clichés about everything happening for a reason or that it was better now than further on in the pregnancy. It turns out I just needed someone to be there, and I’ll be forever grateful to Izzy for her company – and for bringing with her a therapeutic task that stopped me from thinking, even if only for a little while. 


I couldn’t escape the feeling of loss for long, though; it was back soon enough. I’ve heard miscarriage referred to as the loneliest grief. It is. It’s so insular. So personal. So soul-crushing. 


The black cloud of grief followed me for a while. 


My periods went back to being irregular and I became angry. Angry at my body for completely failing me and not being good enough. It was a dark time for me, filled with self-loathing. I was eating things I knew wouldn’t help my PCOS, I wasn’t exercising or taking care of my body. Me and my body had fallen out, big time. I hated it. Every chubby, hairy, spotty inch of it. 


Around a month or so later a friend of mine, bless him, gave me a book about the best foods to eat while trying to conceive. It was so incredibly thoughtful of him – he knew how much having a family meant to me and had thought of me when seeing the author being interviewed on TV. 


But I wasn’t ready. 


I had so much contempt for that smart-arse flipping know-it-all book which was going to tell me to cut out everything that was giving me comfort and make me even more miserable. What’s more, I hated the fact that I had to stop doing things I loved – like eating spoonfuls of Nutella straight from the jar. How come other people were able to grow babies and I couldn’t? Why did their bodies work when mine didn’t?


I’d look at other people I saw, or celebrities in magazines, who were pregnant, and feel a heavy sense of foreboding at their capabilities and my failure. Yeah, I wasn’t ready to move on. Looking back, I can see that I was still angry, still wounded and still grieving. 


Then one day things changed. I forgave myself. I decided I was worthy of love.


I suddenly felt lighter. I picked up the book and started reading, ready to absorb its information. I was ready to do all I could to get my body physically and mentally prepared to grow a human. 


I was finally ready to go again. 
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There is such a huge taboo around the topic of miscarriage. I completely understand that it’s not the nicest thing to talk about, nor is it nice to relive the experience while sharing the details with people you know. It is especially hard if friends of yours happen to be trying to get pregnant, or are pregnant already. We don’t like to focus on the difficulties that occur when trying for a family – the struggles and the heartache, the inconsolable disappointment and sorrow. We like to think of the ideal – friends announcing they’re pregnant and then the delicate cuddles with tiny newborns. 


If I think about my own reasons for not previously wanting to know of fertility woes or stories of miscarriage then I’d have to honestly say that hearing of those difficulties made the possibility of them happening to me more real. And that petrified me. I know now how ridiculous that was. It makes me sad to think of how my own insecurities led to me closing my eyes and ears to those suffering in silence. 


We’re told now that we can’t ask women if they want a family – it’s even considered rude. But having difficulty conceiving, miscarriage, IVF, or whatever people might be going through when trying to start or expand their families shouldn’t be treated like dirty little secrets for people to be ashamed of. 


Miscarriage is something that happens. It’s totally crap and depressing, but it happens – and as awful and tragic as it is, it’s not contagious. I look back and feel mournful over that time and the child I never got to meet, but I realise that if that pregnancy had gone full term then I wouldn’t have gone on to have my little Buzz. 


Buzz is the biggest silver lining of my life. 
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LEARNING TO START AGAIN


To reboot my system, and to help my body do what it needed to do to give my PCOS a kick up the backside, I had a major detox. I cut out caffeine, alcohol, sugar, gluten and dairy. I know what you’re thinking: what was left to eat? But surprisingly there was lots. For the first time in my life I enjoyed munching on salads and veggies (without feeling like a rabbit) – and didn’t feel like I was neglecting myself by choosing not to have chocolate. I actually felt more awake and alive than ever before. I’d also started doing some exercise. I was tempted to write ‘more’ exercise there, but seeing as I wasn’t doing anything physically active in the darker days, that would be a bit of a stretch. 


Now I was, I felt amazing. 
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Aunt Flo was being a bit temperamental, though, and my cycles were really long – usually around thirty-five to forty days. In fact, one month I must’ve missed a cycle as I went for over eighty-eight days without anything happening. I can’t tell you how many tests I took during that time just to make sure I definitely wasn’t pregnant. I can still remember the dull ache of sadness that came along with seeing a single line or the words ‘not pregnant’ appear on those kits. And then the deflating heartache when my period would eventually return, confirming the tests were correct. It was all horrible. I did start to feel the desperation seep in, because as lovely as it was to have her back and see everything was in working order, ol’ Flo appearing meant another month of failing to fall pregnant and having those hopes and dreams crushed yet again. Oh, and don’t even get me started on the joys of ovulation kits … I think I just liked peeing on sticks in the end! Any stick was worth peeing on, just in case it had some good news to share. 


In the June of 2013 Tom and I had a big trip planned to surprise his mum and dad in Walt Disney World in Florida. I remember Tom saying I should do a test before we went, just so we knew if I could safely go on rides or not. I can remember telling him I didn’t want to do one because I wasn’t even on day thirty of my cycle – and I had a thing about testing before day forty. I know it might sound a bit bonkers but I felt like, because of what had happened before, testing earlier was tempting fate somehow, or that if something did go wrong again I could just obliviously shrug it off as a late period and not have to deal with the heartache … Anyway, it’s something I can’t explain very well. I just get fixated on numbers sometimes. 


The morning we flew I woke up at 3 a.m. needing a wee. To keep Tom happy, I pushed my worries aside and peed on a stick. I then sat there with my eyes shut, trying to keep myself in a sleepy state so I could just roll into bed and go straight back to sleep when it inevitably declared that I was ‘not pregnant’ – because there was no way I was. I felt no different to normal – and I’d spent months questioning every little symptom like swollen boobs and nausea so I would’ve known if something was happening. I was in tune with my body. I knew I wasn’t pregnant. 


*Majorly loud incorrect klaxon alert*


Everything stopped when I prised open one eye and saw no ‘not’ … just ‘pregnant’. I snatched it up and looked at it a little closer. Yep. That was definitely what it said. I marched into the bedroom, turned on the bedside lamp and shoved it in Tom’s sleepy face. Needless to say, he woke up pretty quickly. 
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I was incredibly nervous during the first few weeks of that pregnancy because of what had happened previously. I questioned every one of my body’s niggles and breathed a sigh of relief every time I wiped to no blood. 


When pregnant with Buzz and Buddy I went in for early scans, just to put my mind at ease that everything was OK. Annoyingly, both times I went in too early, meaning the sonographer was unable to find a heartbeat. This led to my lovely doctor warning me about the miscarriage percentages. I think he felt it was his duty to relay the facts and keep me informed about the possibilities. He wasn’t doing it to scare me or make me worry. So off we’d trundle with a scan of nothing but a black hole, and a fresh date in our diary for two weeks later. I’d try not to think too much in the time before the next appointment, but it was an inevitable concern. 


That worry, that anxiety – all the pain I’d felt previously – it all completely melted away when we heard Buzz’s heartbeat for the first time. It was the most comforting and overwhelming sound ever. It was real! It was happening. The love I felt for that oddly shaped little ball of cells that was pumping away with rapid speed was instant. The thought of it makes me want to cry even now. 


I didn’t want to wait for months for updates on how our little ‘Crumb’ was doing so we paid for regular scans because I felt I needed the reassurance that everything was OK. I always feel strange when I admit that we opted for private care while pregnant and giving birth. I guess that was the first time I felt vulnerable to other parents’ judgment. Although I doubt anyone else even cared, it was probably my own insecurities leaking out. I was just aware that I’d clam up a little when people talked about where they were giving birth or grumbled (and rightly so) at how long it was between scans, because I was aware that I would be having at least eight more scans than them. 


I don’t like flashy people. I’m not superficial or materialistic and I absolutely abhor it when people talk about money, so I guess I didn’t want people thinking of me differently. The truth is I’ve never gone out a hell of a lot, we don’t own a heap of flashy cars or designer clothes – but if there’s one thing I wanted to spend money on it was the safe arrival of my unborn child. Why? Because I was flipping scared something was going to go wrong. 


It was my trepidation over the pregnancy that led us to leave it as long as possible before telling those outside our family and friendship groups that I was pregnant – something being an author and writing all alone at home made a little bit easier. It wasn’t like I was having to sneak off to the staff toilet to puke my guts up, or was found dribbling all over my keyboard after falling asleep mid-email. I could just close myself off and get ready for the hibernation period ahead of me. That being said, when we did eventually share the news in a YouTube video, with the help of a few pumpkins, the love and support we received from well-wishers was so overwhelmingly lovely! 


From twenty-three weeks on, I loved my first pregnancy. Firstly, because I’d read that the baby was viable from that point onwards, but also because I was hit by a new appreciation for my body. I’d actually go so far as to say that it was the sexiest and most comfortable I’ve ever felt in my own skin. With my body doing the task it was designed to do, I felt so womanly. 


Plus, I felt so cherished – even by people who didn’t know me. It was like they’d just see the bump and be donked over the head with a kindness stick. Honestly, the kindness of strangers on the street was unbelievable (things were totally different once the bump turned into a screaming child). I felt like I was a walking miracle and was completely in love with life. It was wonderful. 
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Unfortunately, my next pregnancy had me feeling slightly different. As my body had only just gone back to ‘normal-ish’, a little bump popped out straight away – even before I’d taken a test to confirm it. Second time round I felt self-conscious straight away, which wasn’t helped by people saying things like, ‘Ooh, are you sure you’re not having twins?’, ‘When are you due?’ or simply ‘Good God, that’s a big bump.’ Seriously! I know people mean well, but the things some of them said to me without thinking were enough to make me feel quite sad about my changing body. It was such a contrast to how I’d felt when pregnant with Buzz. More than anything I hated that I’d allowed the words of others to have such power over me. 


But more about my body and other people’s views on it a little later … 
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LABOUR WITHOUT FEAR


I experienced a barrage of advice as soon as I announced I was pregnant – not just from friends and family, but from complete strangers too. I actually had a man ask me if I was going to be breastfeeding my as-yet-unborn child and then start to casually tell me the benefits. I don’t think he was being judgmental in manner, nor pervy over my pups, but nonetheless – suddenly my boobs were up for discussion, along with every other part of me. 


The biggest conversation-starter, though, was how I was going to get the baby out – foof or sunroof. Eeek, I hadn’t given it much thought. 


When three separate friends messaged me about the experiences they’d had with hypnobirthing, I knew it was something I wanted to look into a little more – mostly because these women were entirely different in personality, views and lifestyle. One of the women had included a link so eventually I clicked on it and did a bit of investigating. It turned out that this woman, Hollie de Cruz, who funnily enough I’d gone to infant school with (and hadn’t seen since we were both nine years old), had loved her experience with hypnobirthing so much that she’d become a practitioner in the field. I mean, that’s quite a testament to the method when someone leaves a successful career and makes sharing the joys of hypnobirthing her life … right? I emailed her, she sent me a book to read and then she came over to our house twice so that she could pass on all her knowledge and put us into a nice calm state of being. 


I’ll be honest (I have a feeling I’m going to start many sentences this way while writing this book), I had absolutely no idea what Hollie was going to do with us when she turned up, or indeed what hypnobirthing actually was, so we were a little giddy about the whole affair. 


Hollie was amazing. It was amazing. She told us all about the female body, hormones and what happens when giving birth – essentially she dispelled a few myths and explained what a fantastic experience birth could be if we practised using the right tools. I was sold. Especially when she left us feeling ultra serene and tranquil. 


I’m still a bit unsure what the official definition of hypnobirthing is and how to describe it – but I’ll give it a bash. Hypnobirthing is using breathing and meditation techniques to calm your mind and body, to stop the build-up of adrenaline (the hormone you really don’t want while in labour) and encourage the release of the love hormone oxytocin (the hormone crucial to getting baby out). Something Hollie said to me really made sense so I’ll pass it on to you now – if we’re full of fear and panic during labour, our bodies automatically go into fight or flight mode. That’s why adrenaline builds up. The trouble with that is that it’ll pump all the blood and oxygen into your limbs to help you run away from the problem, thus draining those supplies going to your uterus, which is exactly where you need the blood and oxygen to go. With a lack of oxygen going to the tummy muscles trying to help your baby into the world they’ll have to work ten times harder and they’ll almost judder like a rusty garage door being lifted after years of being kept shut. It’ll feel unnatural and probably be uncomfortable. By remaining calm, stilling your mind and focusing on sending your breath around your body and to your baby you’re helping build up oxytocin, sending blood and oxygen where it’s needed to help ensure the muscles are working in the most efficient way possible. 


It gave me a profound respect for the work my body had already done to grow my baby, but also a trust that my body knew, better than I did, what it had to do. After all, the female form is built to birth a child … although maybe the old Adam and Eve story with God punishing Eve with the ‘pain’ of childbirth, probably one of the most repeated stories ever, hasn’t done much to separate the word ‘pain’ from the occasion. On the topic of word association, part of hypnobirthing is getting rid of words that are partnered with negativity, like swapping contraction with surge or wave, pain with pressure, and dilating with opening. I wasn’t too fussed about this element of it. Largely because I kept forgetting and felt bad every time I referred to a contraction as a contraction, but also because the words didn’t actually bother me at all. I felt calm and didn’t feel like the use of these ‘negative’ words would change that when my birthing experience started. 


I practised hypnobirthing techniques religiously – especially in the third trimester. More than anything it was a nice way to step away from my hectic writing schedule and focus on the human growing inside me. Tom was a huge part of the whole thing too, as he used to lead the breathing practice and then read me a little script in the evenings. It was a great thing for us to do as a couple and meant that no matter how busy we were we always found time to come together in the evenings. When talking to friends about the experience Tom always says that the thing he loved so much about hypnobirthing was that it gave him a role in the lead-up to the birth as well as on the day. He was actively involved and ready to do all the faffing so that I could stay focused on the task in hand. I completely understand that the whole thing must be overwhelming for men when seeing their partners experiencing something brand new that takes over their being, but by practising hypnobirthing techniques Tom felt as prepared for the unexpected as I did. Good job!


I appreciate that hypnobirthing isn’t for everyone. It felt right for me but I am me and you are you. Don’t feel judged over however you decide to bring your child into the world. It’s your decision and you have to do what works for you. Likewise, sometimes births don’t go to plan and your natural birth ideals can be switched for an emergency C-section. Don’t feel guilty if this happens. It’s all unpredictable. The only important thing is that your child is born happy and healthy. That’s what we’re all hoping for. It’s all that matters. 
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BIRTHING MY BOYS


Everyone always asks about labour stories – it’s something we’re all fascinated by. So here are mine:


WELCOMING BUZZ INTO THE WORLD


For Danny Jones’ birthday on the 12 March 2014 we went with all the McBusted boys, their partners and Danny’s family and friends to Tramshed, which is on the opposite side of London to where we live. It was eighteen days before my due date, meaning we were ready for our imminent new arrival and joyful (with a smidge of smugness over being prepared) as we put our hospital suitcase in the boot just in case, even though I was sure I wouldn’t need it. 


Word of warning: I am rubbish at knowing what is happening to my body. In fact, I must say at this point that I’d had a very slight grumpy tummy since the previous afternoon. But seeing as I’d made a mad dash to the petrol station for some naughty treats and had subsequently stuffed three yum-yums, a whole packet of M&S strawberry cream biscuits and a bag of bacon rasher crisps (I didn’t touch the olives I also bought) into my gob while watching Countdown, it was hardly surprising. I thought it was my body flipping out over the sugar it had suddenly ingested, seeing as I’d eaten fairly well during the rest of my pregnancy. I didn’t even question it. In hindsight I wonder if my sudden desire for these goodies should’ve been the first sign that labour was on the horizon … I was clueless.
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