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To my tone-deaf father, who had great faith in my singing skills. Your conviction in my endeavours has always kept me going.
May you rest in peace, Pappa.
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TAKING CARE OF THE NEW MOTHER


Being a mother is one of God’s greatest blessings. It might be difficult to see how fortunate you are when you are going through endless diaper changes and struggling with engorged breasts and backache. But once the daunting first two months after delivery are over and you have adapted yourself to motherhood, you will begin to enjoy this journey with your new life partner: your child! There is a chance that you may relive your childhood through the eyes of your baby and truly appreciate this time. The first few years with your baby will be tiring, without a doubt, but it will be the golden period for you. No one is ever going to shower you with the abundant adoration with which your little one will. You will appreciate these little things in retrospect, as I do now. The cuddles and snuggles and the endless laughter over a simple peek-a-boo are what that make the life of a mother richer. The feeling of a connection with your baby, once you have mastered breastfeeding, compares to nothing else. In this book, I will take you through the ups and downs you will face as a new mother. But don’t let the challenges bog you down. If you are expecting or planning a baby, or just had one, then you are reading the right book.


When I was pregnant, the idea of a human being coming out of me was just terrifying! I had not anticipated that the real hardships of a woman begin after the baby is born. Apart from all the physical and emotional problems that befall on us after delivery, we are also subjected to conflicting advice from our doctor, granny, mother-in-law, mom, other mothers and of course, the Internet. Should I cover my head at all times because my mother asked me to? Is the masseuse’s massage actually any good or is it just breaking my bones? Should I pour oil on my baby’s head? There are so many opinions out there but very little wisdom to be found.


In a typical Indian household that has welcomed a new baby, there is a huge change in the mother’s daily life. She is massaged daily, served fresh food before everyone else, asked to stay indoors and not allowed ‘head baths’ at least for a couple of weeks. These instructions and restrictions have been a part of the wisdom passed down from one generation to another. They had kept new mothers hale and hearty. But now jump to the present day and you’ll see today’s superwomen juggling jobs, homes, babies and their sanity. They have no time for themselves and no one to guide them but the Internet. This cocktail is ruining their health. It is time they revisited old traditions to look into the logic behind some of them. In this chapter, I will throw light on the logic behind the wisdom passed down through generations hidden beneath technical jargon in scientific journals.


The Forty-day Confinement Period


The first six weeks are a critical period for a new mother’s recovery, and she is confined to her room during this time. In Chinese culture, it is called sitting the month and in Hindi it is known as chhilla. All my patients have complained about this confinement period. After the first two weeks of sitting holed up in one room, a woman starts to lose her mind. There is a baby sucking at her breast pretty much 24×7, the milk and sweat makes her sticky, she is perpetually oily, her food is bland, and she hasn’t felt fresh air on her body in weeks. I, for one, was dying to step out of this security prison that my home had become after my delivery. In fact, the forty-day sabbatical is so extreme in some cases that there was a woman who was not allowed to even talk to her husband in that period. She was literally sentenced to solitary confinement by her mother-in-law. Years later, when her friend had delivered, instead of congratulating her on the new baby, she ended up sobbing in front of her recalling how tormented she had felt during her confinement period.


There are plenty of parenting websites and blogs saying that you can take a stroll in the park two weeks after delivery to get some fresh air. Before I debunk the myth that it is okay to step out before the forty days, let me remind you that the country where this advice comes from has no paid maternity leave (the country is the Unites States). So, don’t take advice from them regarding the confinement period!


New moms are often reluctant to comply with this advice because the explanations given by the nanis and dadis for the sabbatical are quite creative and not so scientific. They say things like you’ll get affected by the evil eye (nazar lagna) or the cold air will enter your bones (haddiyon main hawa utarna). For want of logic in their justification, let’s not discredit their suggestion just yet. Similar advice, and might I add, reasoning, are seen in every other culture that has been around for more than 1000 years (such as the Mediterranean, Chinese and Latina). And as for the Americans, they have a heritage that is barely 300 years old. So, who should we listen to?


We have at some point experienced that our immunity is much lower during pregnancy. We are more prone to colds and need way more rest to recuperate. It is because the developing foetus is a foreign body and the immune system has to mount a reaction against it to eliminate it. However, this is our little baby and the body knows that it must preserve it. While the embryo gets implanted, there are changes in the uterus that allow the pregnancy to progress unharmed by the body’s immune attack. Your immunity is, in fact, lowered to favour the accommodation and development of the foetus. This state of lower immunity continues after delivery too. The process of birthing and shrinking of the uterus causes more stress to the body and a woman takes anywhere from three months to a year to completely get back to her pre-pregnancy immune levels.


One of my friends told me that she used to go to work daily and was thriving during her pregnancy. Apart from the occasional cold and heartburn, she never had any issue. She was confused about the hype around low immunity after delivery and wondered why she couldn’t go out like she did while she was carrying.


I am glad she asked.


After the birth of the child, the body works overtime to repair and restore its normal self. Some women’s bodies take the slow and steady path to recovery. While in others, the immune system which was suppressed during pregnancy takes a sharp U-turn bringing the body at the crossroads of suppressed immunity of pregnancy and the normal immunity of the non-pregnant state. This is known as the Immune Reactivation Syndrome. Each woman’s body gets back on track differently, and you could be anywhere between the two extremes.


In Immune Reactivation Syndrome, the immunity follows a rather drastic recovery course and goes into overdrive. In order to protect your body’s reactivity from going into a frenzy on coming in contact with every virus and bacteria, it is strongly advised that you sit it out in your room and be looked after. Taking a walk in the park daily is out of question. Maybe a short visit to the hospital for a check-up is okay. I hope that in the coming years, this important aspect of maternal care will come into the limelight and new mothers will get home visits rather than be asked to come to the hospital.


In my experience as a family physician, I have seen women disregard the confinement period and complain about recurring colds and knee pain even after their kids start going to school. Why does the cold virus so persistently affect them and why are their knees always paining? Most doctors tell them it’s because they don’t have enough Vitamin D and their calcium levels are low. (I have seen plenty of male patients working in IT firms who never step out in the sun and have very low Vitamin D levels. Yet, their knees are not crying for help! In fact, most of us urbanites are calcium and Vitamin D deficient. That seems to be the new normal.)


One of my patients complained about how she never felt well again after delivery. This woman was at the peak of her health in her pregnancy. She glowed, she worked, and she multitasked. Yet, delivering the baby seemed to have knocked the wind out of her sails. She felt that she never fully recovered from child birth even after her daughter’s second birthday. If this woman was so functional in her low immunity state during pregnancy, why was she so deflated after her child was born? Yes, you guessed it. She went out every other day and did not stay at home protected.


Women who have not observed postpartum confinement did not see any medical reason in parenting books and websites to support the practice. They thought it was an unnecessary restriction passed down through generations. Maybe a by-product of restrictive patriarchy, they reasoned. There was no scientific reason behind bones catching a cold, yet they complained of pain in their bones. Before I attempt to solve that mystery, I would like to introduce you to: autoimmune diseases.


An autoimmune disease is an illness in which the body’s immune system attacks healthy cells. It runs a slow smouldering course and stealthily affects different organ systems before the person starts to show any symptoms. The patient has nagging aches and pains and respiratory complaints for the longest time and has to visit the hospital repeatedly in search of a diagnosis. More women than men are affected by autoimmune diseases. In fact, many women develop autoimmunity after delivery. Case reports have been documented of the postpartum development of different kinds of autoimmune disorders.


For instance, Idiopathic Polymyositis is a condition marked by inflammation and degeneration of skeletal muscles throughout the body. The affected patient has trouble swallowing and experiences weakness in lifting the head. Occasionally, the muscles ache and are painful to the touch. Antiphospholipid Antibody Syndrome and Hemolytic Uremic Syndrome both have effects on the blood. Sarcoidosis presents with swollen lymph nodes, skin patches and lung involvement. The effect on the lung results in symptoms of wheezing and cough. In fact, autoimmune disorders present usually with symptoms ranging from anything to everything. It can affect your blood, skin and bones, in particular. Autoimmune disorders are among the leading causes of death among young and middle-aged women in the United States. At least 85 per cent of patients with autoimmune disorders are females.


When I was in medical school and was having a discussion with my brother (also a doctor), he asked me, ‘Why do you think women are more affected by autoimmune disorders? The disparity between the numbers of men affected versus women is enormous.’ To which I smugly replied, ‘Because we are our worst enemies.’ He was amused by my tongue-in-cheek response and that was all that I had to offer at that time but now my view on it has changed.


The effects of improper care in the vulnerable state of immune reversal can partly explain the high prevalence of autoimmunity in the female population. The women who complain of vague aches and pains are either called psychos by their husbands and doctors, or receive sparse attention. I don’t mean to be disrespectful to the doctor community, but this sounds a lot like what used to happen in the dark ages. A common diagnosis in those days was hysteria. A woman diagnosed with it had symptoms such as nervousness, fatigue, high libido, loss of appetite and ‘tendency to cause trouble’. Hysteria was also called ‘widow’s disease’ because it was seen in women after they got widowed. The ‘wandering uterus’ was blamed for it (hysteria derives its name from the root word ‘hystera’, meaning uterus). And the treatment was massage of the female genitals till the patient reached orgasm. In fact, vibrators were invented as a cure for hysteria because the doctors got tired of massaging so many patients! Simply put, after losing their husbands, they had no release for their sexual desires and that was driving them nuts, but back then they were seen as crazy troublemakers and some doctors even took the extreme step of surgically removing the uterus!


Just like the misunderstood hysteria patients of the past centuries, is today’s modern woman who complains of vague aches and pains for years after her delivery. Bad knees, bad back, bad skin and feeling fatigued are the most common symptoms reported by these women. The doctor prescribes a long list of tests and the ailing patient returns with an empty purse without real proof of a disease. Years after tons of X-rays and blood tests, these women get diagnosed with autoimmune disease or the diagnosis remains a mystery because it is just chronic inflammation and not a full blown autoimmune disease. Meanwhile, when they undergo the sixth blood test in six months, they are called crazy behind their backs just like the women in the middle ages. Some things never change, do they?


So, what is actually happening in the female body with Immune Reactivation Syndrome? When the woman’s immune system is reversing, her circulation is flooded with a different variety of white blood cells. The profile of the immune hormones produced by these cells also changes rather drastically. It has not been studied in detail in post-partum women but there is another disease that has been studied extensively. It is HIV.


HIV-AIDS is a disease which causes destruction of the body’s immunity making the patient susceptible to deadly infections by simple viruses and bacteria. When therapy for HIV starts, the patient, instead of feeling better, ends up sustaining way more infections. Pathogens begin to spread to other organs. On initiation of HIV therapy, the body’s immune system starts getting stronger and reverting from its weakened state. This violent aftereffect of the HIV therapy is the classical example of the Immune Reactivation Syndrome. For instance, tuberculosis which was limited to the lungs ends up spreading throughout the body, particularly the bones and lymph nodes.


The pregnant woman is in no way the same as an HIV patient. Pregnancy is immune suppression to support life whereas in HIV, infection is a mindless killing of the body’s immunity by the virus. Recovery from pregnancy has a tumultuous effect on the woman’s body but to a far lesser extent than what happens when a patient begins treatment against HIV.


Keeping a woman with lowered immunity in the familiar confines of home for a mandatory forty days makes a lot of sense. It is hard. I have been through it and was itching to go out, but I am glad I listened to my mother-in-law. It’s like your body is turned inside out and anything and everything coming in contact with it has the potential to spark an exaggerated response. Innocuous viruses you would encounter in the outside world which wouldn’t even cause a sneeze, have the capacity to sow the seeds of future reactivity to their harmful effects and long lasting inflammation. The disease could manifest years later as an autoimmune disorder. It is not always certain what triggers the initial immune attack in autoimmunity, but it is very clear that both the environment and genes play a role. Every disease is multifactorial. Men and young girls contracting autoimmune disease points to the fact that it is not only because of inadequate care in a woman who has just delivered but there can be other factors that come into play as well. Protection of a woman in the first forty days could be one of the steps towards preventing something as ignored as vague joint pains or perhaps even a full-fledged autoimmune diseases in the future. And as for the mothers who did step out during their confinement, please don’t go into a frenzy saying you are doomed. We are mothers. We are way more resilient than we are given credit for.


Belly Binding


Belly binding is a routine practice in Indian culture. Usually an old cotton saree is used to wrap around the woman’s belly from the ribs to the hips. These days the belly wraps that are commercially available are elastic ones and easier to use. Right after my caesareans, I would hold my belly with both hands and walk to the bathroom fearing my organs would come spilling out through my caesarean incision. It’s very painful to walk after a C-section and these belly wraps work wonders in reducing the pressure of the sagging pooch on the stitches.


If belly binding is done with appropriate pressure, tolerable to the new mother, then it reduces postpartum blood loss as seen by higher haemoglobin levels in such patients. It also reduces pain in C-section mothers. Many women think that binding the belly as tightly as possible will give them a belly ‘as flat as a pancake’ in a matter of few weeks and help reclaim their lost pre-pregnancy bellies. Before you even think of going down that road, let’s do a reality check.




1. Everything has been turned upside down in your body to house the baby. The only bone in your abdomen, the spine, was curved excessively to balance your body. Your entire weight bearing was out of whack. A decent amount of tolerable pressure by the elastic belt increases the abdominal pressure and helps in stabilizing your strained spine.


2. The relaxed ligaments (under the influence of the hormone relaxin) need support too. This practice helps in their realignment to the pre-pregnancy state.


3. The muscle group running straight down your abdomen, the one you call abs, has had more than its fair share of stress during pregnancy supporting the growing baby. It is prone to separation after delivery – a condition known as diastasis recti. Providing support for at least 8–10 hours a day will help keep the divided muscle together and help in better healing. The belly support works along the same principle as stitches do. The injured or cut open skin is provided close alignment by using sutures to create bridging of the damaged tissue. Healing is really the body’s job (and not that of the stitches). That’s how belly binding works – it allows the muscles to be close together to heal properly.


4. The abdominal binder achieves immediate waist reduction as the soft, fleshy tissues are compressed, squeezed and redistributed above and below the waistline. Also, it holds the abdominal muscles in, at the right tension, and prevents them from becoming loose and expanding further.


5. The misguided people who advocate bouncing-back-in-no-time advise wearing tight elastic corsets, restrictive belly pressure and what not. This reminds me of the medieval times where women were forced into tight clothing in order to look petite. Post-delivery is not the time for torturing your body in the name of looking good. If you apply very high pressure externally on your belly, then you run the risk of uterus prolapse. In this condition, the uterus sinks out of the open cervix and vagina. The high pressure can also translate to pushing the stomach up through the diaphragm and can lead to life-long acid reflux.





How to belly bind:




1. A family member can wrap a saree around your belly starting a day or two after birth. C-section moms also need belly binding early on as it helps support the loose belly skin and avoids pressure on the stitches while walking. The mother should be the judge of how much pressure she wants in the first few days.


2. If you are on your own, then you can use the elastic binders available in maternity stores and online. Place the binder on the bed and lie on it. Wrap it around your waist and lower belly and secure it. The fit is snug if you wrap it lying down.


3. Always make sure the pressure is comfortable. Bind for 8–10 hours a day for the first month at least.


4. Belly binding should be accompanied by Kegels. Especially, after vaginal deliveries when the pelvic floor has been stretched out, the bind’s pressure on the abdomen translates to more pressure downwards on the pelvic area. Kegels will restore strength and tone your muscles down there. It’s pretty much the only exercise you have to engage in the first few weeks after delivery in addition to breastfeeding and short walks around the house. Clench your pelvic floor muscles and hold the pose for ten seconds and then relax for ten seconds. Do five repetitions in a set and do this exercise thrice a day.





Covering the Ears


I have seen many new mothers come for their post-delivery check-ups with tiny scarves tied over their heads. In some cultures, it is believed that foul air and evil spirits enter the new mother’s body through the ears. My mother-in-law for one was a big believer in the practice of covering the mother’s ears after delivery. She would warn me thand lag jayegi (you’ll catch a cold). I complied for exactly three days only to remove the scarf when she was out of sight. That was a mistake. The grandma logic behind the practice might make you want to roll your eyes but there are valid scientific reasons that underpin this homegrown practice of ear covering.


New mothers love to blame their pregnancy problems on hormones, so let’s go ahead and do it some more. The ear, nose and throat are affected by these pesky hormones so much that women are sniffling through the nine months. Water retention and lower immunity during pregnancy are also responsible for these coughs and colds. These episodes are frequent and annoying, but nothing some steam inhalation can’t take care of. One important part affected by these changes is a tiny tube called the Eustachian Tube (ET) that connects your ear to your nose and maintains the pressure on either side of your eardrum. If all this sounds too technical then just think of the last time you were on a flight and how your ear had felt stuffy during descent. You held your nose and blew to pop your ear. It was this tube that allowed the air to pass to the blocked ear. The frequent nose inflammations through pregnancy cause malfunctioning of the ET.


With an already compromised ET function, a woman enters the labour room to bear down for her delivery. Anyone who has delivered normally knows how you have to take a deep breath and hold it and exert pressure down without letting air out of your mouth or nose. To get a clearer idea, the next time you visit the toilet to pass motion, just observe how you do it!


I came across the case of a perfectly healthy woman who had an ear bleed right after her delivery. It came as a rather surprising twist to an uneventful labour. This otherwise fit pregnant woman’s water-logged ET wasn’t very adept at maintaining her ear pressure. The downward pressure she exerted with every arduous push increased the pressure in her head too. This force caused her ear drum to bulge and rupture causing the ear to bleed. If all this sounds too horrifying, then don’t worry. The story has a happy ending. By her 6th-week check-up, the minute hole in her eardrum had healed on its own and she could hear just fine.


One does not particularly require antibiotics to recover from such a scenario. Usually eardrum perforations follow a middle ear infection and a high spiking fever. A perforation due to labour is because of excess pressure built up in the already weak ear without an actual infection. Covering your ears will provide the protection you need to prevent bacteria from entering your middle ear. Antibiotics are not really necessary but if you are one to rely on modern medicine for all your woes, you are covered in the ear department too. Your doctor would have prescribed a dose of antibiotics to keep your stitches infection-free.


Other reasons why a postpartum woman should cover her ears:




1. While bearing down during labour, the woman has to clench her jaws and apply pressure. This abnormal pressure can cause damage to the joint in the front of your ear at which you can feel movement while opening and shutting your mouth. A patient with this injury is advised to cover his/her ears as even a gentle draft of cold air entering the ear canal can cause a painful spasm in the lower jaw muscles.


2. Every pregnancy is accompanied by hormonal changes which predispose a mother to a diabetes-like state with high blood glucose levels so that the baby always has ample fuel supply. Some women develop a pregnancy induced diabetes because of these changes which is called Gestational Diabetes Mellitus (GDM). Right after delivery, the blood sugars of the GDM patient go completely out of control only to settle six weeks later. Monitoring of blood sugar is not done at this time as reversal of the diabetes is occurring in the body and the test results could be misleading. The spiking blood glucose in this period makes the patient’s ear canal susceptible to a nasty infection by a specific bacterium called Pseudomonas. So, cover up to protect your ears from this baddie!


3. Delivery reduces the overall weight of the woman by about 6-7 kgs (baby’s weight + placenta + fluid). This sudden drop in the weight and water content of the body shifts the centre of gravity of the new mother. These changes disturb the delicate balance system of the body called the vestibular system which is located in the deeper parts of the ear.





As doctors, we know that pregnancy is a stressor to the inner ear of the woman as we get a lot of complaints of reversible hearing loss caused due to hormonal changes. Protecting the ears is imperative as a draft of cold air from the fan or even warm air could predispose the mother to spells of fainting or a sense of loss of balance.


Head Baths


Washing one’s hair after having a baby is banned in most Indian households for the first six weeks. The new mother’s usual bath is with neem leaves boiled in water poured only over the body. She is told that ‘head bath’ will lead to headache and dizziness. The poor woman feels like one deflated puri with oil dripping from her hair all the time. All she wants to do is kick out the masseuse, block out her bossy mother and stand soaking under the shower.


What does science have to say about this restriction? True to form, science calls this ancient wisdom a whole lot of rubbish.


With all the changes manifesting in a woman’s ear, you are required to exercise caution just like any patient with ear problems. The moisture that gets left behind in the outer ear canal due to frequent hair washing can be a breeding ground for many bacteria. Exposure of the ear canal to hot or cold water temperatures could cause dizziness (so be sure to leave the bathroom door unlocked to get help in case of an emergency). If you have had an ear drum perforation due to pressure from the labour then you need to make sure that water does not enter your ear.


If you have had a normal delivery, then do give the ‘head bath’ a miss for the first couple of days. And the days you do decide to wash your hair, be sure to insert a cotton ball gently to cover your ear opening and smear some petroleum jelly around it to block water from entering your ear. (Don’t insert the cotton ball too deep). Use warm water for your bath.


I have come across women on online forums asking if they can go into the jacuzzi after their delivery. The jacuzzi will send jets of water with high pressure all over. Your cervix is still dilated, and your uterus is empty. Don’t force water into all that open space in your body but on the other hand, a Sitz bath would be great for you. It is routinely prescribed to patients with stitches in their vaginal region. Sit in a tub of warm water with some antiseptic in it. The warmth increases blood circulation in the perineum (the area between the anus and vagina) and promotes quicker healing. It is also going to help you with the genital soreness and prevent infections.


Proper vaginal care is important for mothers after normal and caesarean deliveries. Do not use menstrual cups or tampons. Since the cervix is open, chances of infection are high if a cup or tampon is inserted. Always opt for sanitary pads. Remove your pad by peeling it off from front to back (so that faecal bacteria is not carried to the vagina and urethra). For the same reason, always wash yourselves from front to back after passing motions. Steer clear of intimate washes as they disturb the balance of healthy bacteria present in the vagina.


Massage


However, we have gotten ahead of ourselves. Before the bath comes the maalish or massage. In India, after every delivery, a maalishwali or masseuse is hired for a minimum of six weeks. The daily massage is regarded as one of the fundamental rights of a new mother. And here’s why it is a valued aspect of post-delivery care:




1. During normal labour, the muscles of the mother become sore due to the excessive pushing and labouring. I wouldn’t be wrong when I say that normal labour is one hell of an exercise. The trauma of delivering a seven pounder deserves top notch post-delivery care and there is nothing better than a deep massage to relieve the mother’s tired muscles.


2. In addition, the mother’s recovering immune system is flooded with inflammatory substances to recover from the stress of pregnancy. Massaging the muscles reduces production of these toxic substances and helps to bring the hyperactive immune system of a new mother back on track.





Aside from the immediate effects on muscle relaxation, the body’s metabolism also stands to benefit from the deep pressure application. The massage is done with so much pressure that the woman is often exhausted by the end of it. So why are those maalishwalis adamant on crushing our bones? Well here too, our traditional wisdom doesn’t fail to deliver.


During pregnancy, oestrogen and progesterone levels peak as the placenta pumps these hormones into your blood. Oestrogen is the feminizing hormone which gives you perkier breasts, rounder hips, glowing skin and lustrous hair. It surely sounds like a beauty product, but oestrogen is just prepping your body for housing a baby. Progesterone on the other hand, maintains the pregnancy, looks after the baby in your womb and stops milk from being produced till you have delivered (as that would be a precious waste of resources).


Oestrogen and progesterone are no longer required in such high quantities after delivery. Thanks to these hormones, you had been stocking fat during pregnancy for future use. After delivery, in a span of a few hours, the body must change gears from baby making and fat storing to baby rearing and milk making. This means:




1. To provide nourishment to the mother’s worn out body post-delivery as well as to feed the baby, more effective fat usage must restart. Thyroid hormone, the fat burning hormone, is opposed by oestrogen, the fat storing hormone, throughout pregnancy. (That is why your doctor had increased the dose of your thyroid tablet during pregnancy.) Once oestrogen exits the body, thyroid is free to gear up the metabolism of the mother.


2. The sudden fall in progesterone after the delivery allows the milk producing hormone, Prolactin, to act upon the breasts.





The excess oestrogen and progesterone in the body enter the cells passively from the blood and get accumulated in all cells, especially the fat stores. The liver and intestines are in a weakened state after delivery and fail to entirely control and eliminate this hormone flood. In a sense, the liver is overloaded by this hormone and is having a tough time excreting it from the body. This is where the skin can come to the body’s rescue. A rigorous massage squeezes the hormones out of the cells into the blood and out of the body through the skin. Which brings me to the next aspect of maternity care: the ubtan (beauty paste) and hot water bath.


The Ubtan and Hot Water Bath


The ubtan, used to bathe the mother as well as the baby in the first forty days, is a homemade mixture of gram flour (besan) and turmeric. The gram is a cousin of the overly-glorified hyper-marketed soy. Not only are we all lapping up soy milk and soy chunks as the absolute and at times only source of protein, but we have been slathering its advertised goodness all over our bodies too. If you take a look at the ingredients of the priciest of soaps, you’ll be sure to find soy. So, let’s give its humble relative, the besan, a fair chance to justify its place in skincare too.


The new mother’s blood stream is flooding with oestrogen from all that has been squeezed out of her cells because of the deep pressure applied during the massage (by the process of diffusion). Excess oestrogen is excreted via the skin pores facilitated by the deep massage (since our skin is partially permeable to oil and chemicals). The ubtan massage increases blood flow to the skin enabling oestrogen excretion via skin and the hot water dissolves it and washes it off. The sooner the fat storing hormone, oestrogen, leaves your body the leaner you will get. Doesn’t that sound good? I thought so too! What makes it even better is that the good fatty acids from the coconut or sesame oil that was used for your massage will get absorbed into your circulation and promote more efficient fat burning.


Another advantage of application of ubtan is that it makes your complexion clearer and reduces pregnancy related patchiness. Unwanted body hair growth too stands to be eliminated from this ubtan regimen. So be sure to scrub it well on your arms, legs and armpits for skin more flawless than the one you were blessed with.


How to make ubtan:


Depending on your requirements, take few tablespoons of gram flour. Add a pinch of turmeric for every two tablespoons of gram flour. Make a thick paste in water and use it for application on your face and body.
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THE NEW MOTHER’S DIET


Before I talk about eating well after delivery, I need to dispel one simple myth. Diet means something you eat, not starving in the pursuit of losing weight! So, a diet for a post-partum woman needs to be light, yet rich in proteins, fats and carbohydrates and miles away from words such as keto and green tea. I stand firmly against replacing carbs with fats and cringe when people throw around silly phrases such as ‘good cholesterol’ and ‘bad cholesterol’. And as a doctor, I have to hear my patients ask me all the time about their ‘bad’ cholesterol. Cholesterol isn’t bad. And neither is any other nutrient. When cholesterol was shunned worldwide by cardiologists, what soon followed was the boycott of egg yolk. Health nuts from around the world united and got behind the private protest against the deadly food that was the egg yolk. My husband was one of those health nuts and had an anti-yolk stance when I married him. I wasn’t successful in getting him back to the whole-egg faith, but I didn’t allow the ridiculousness of eating only egg whites in my house. All eggs are served whole.


Egg yolk is the life bearing part of an egg. The egg white or albumin supports the egg yolk. Some of the nutrients you are throwing away while gorging on egg whites alone:




1. Vitamin D: Egg yolk is one of the few food sources of Vitamin D. Our body gets most of its Vitamin D supply from the sun. And if you have been raised a true blue Indian, you consider the sun your enemy and avoid tanning as much as you can! So, get your Vitamin D from a sunny-side-up without the tan.


2. Vitamin B complex and Vitamin K: These nutrients run the machinery of optimum energy usage in your body, give you great skin and hair, promote gut and blood health. If you shy away from fruits and vegetables, then egg yolk can make up for it.


3. Vitamin A: Great for eyesight.


4. Choline: This nutrient is necessary for nerves and brain, especially for little kids. Many malt-based health drinks claim to be choline-enriched. The shameless ads for these processed diabetes-inducing drinks boast about how you are helping your child become brainier. Save your child from loading up on that junk in the name of a higher IQ. They are high in sugar and sodium and could make your child prone to obesity and diabetes in the long run. Toss the mug and reach out for the egg yolk.


5. Iron and Folate: Important for blood cell production in the body. Egg is a rich source of protein, so your blood cell production gets the complete raw material from eggs.


6. The egg yolk has an excellent fatty acid profile as well. It is a great source of Omega-3 fatty acids.





The big secret about cholesterol that most websites, books and nutrition ‘experts’ fail to inform you about is that whether you eat cholesterol or not, the liver will produce cholesterol in the body. If the supply from food sources is more, the liver will compensate by reducing its own production. So why exactly is the liver adamant on pumping cholesterol into your body? Because it is one of the most important molecules for the human species. It is the molecule which makes the outer coating, that is, the cell membrane of every cell in your body.


In fact, one of the most disturbing side effects of cholesterol-lowering drugs was memory loss seen in people as young as thirty-five! About a quarter of your body’s cholesterol is found in your brain. The complex branching brain cells that help you think and remember stuff are tampered with when you pop a cholesterol-lowering drug. Even hormones in your body such as oestrogen (the feminine hormone), testosterone (the masculine hormone), progesterone (the pregnancy hormone) and glucocorticoids (the stress hormones) are all derived from cholesterol.


Cholesterol is to the body what the brick is to a building. Every cell membrane is made of cholesterol. It is produced by the liver regardless of what you eat, and the body knows best how much to manufacture. Artificial reduction by medicines is like throwing a spanner in the works of the cholesterol-manufacturing liver. It’s a single-track minded approach as though the body is a heart and nothing else (as cardiologists seem to view it).


Now if you ask me for a scientific guideline for the number of eggs you can consume in a day or a week, then the message I am trying to convey is just not hitting the mark. What you need to understand is that there is no lucky number of eggs to be eaten to be in the prime of health. Swapping oils for fancy gourmet imports is not the mantra either. In fact, the West went berserk with the fish oil craze. The Inuits of Greenland (who are popularly called eskimos) consume a diet laden with fat. Yet they had a very low prevalence of heart ailments. The link between fat consumption and heart attacks was in a manner openly challenged by these people’s diet. On scientific probing it was found that fish was an amazing source of fat and the high Omega-3 content in fish was protective to the heart. You can imagine what happened next. The world scurried to load their bodies with fish oil capsules. And just like that the fish supply of the world’s oceans was not enough for the insatiable appetite of the starving dieters. It is estimated that by the year 2048, the world’s sea water fish supply will be depleted because of this unbalanced dietary craze.
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