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The Top 10 Things Every Father-to-Be Should Know




	How to keep your relationship with your partner and your sex life thriving, active, and fun during pregnancy.


	What to say—and what not to say—about your partner’s changing body and other potentially touchy pregnancy issues.


	How to be the world’s greatest labor coach.


	How to keep your sanity when your parents, her parents, aunts, uncles, and other family members descend on you.


	All about job and workplace issues, including strategies on how to get paid time off when the baby arrives.


	Why you can relax about fainting in the delivery room (it won’t happen).


	Tips on how to keep the money coming in while balancing your work and job with your new responsibilities as a father.


	How to be a hero to your partner when she’s feeling low, sick, scared, and in pain during labor.


	How to cope with all the changes, emotional and otherwise, that are occurring in your life.


	How to minimize the stress and maximize the enjoyment of having a baby.







Introduction


THIS THIRD EDITION OF The Everything® Father-to-Be Book is intended for new fathers and fathers-to-be. It is designed to guide the new father through the ups and downs of pregnancy, taking him all the way through to the birth of his child and the days and weeks after he brings his son or daughter home for the first time. While the focus is on first-timers, there is plenty of solid information here for second- and third-time fathers who may need a refresher course on how to be a labor coach, how to introduce the new child to siblings, and other baby-related issues.


Many men are not sure what to think when they learn, for the first time, that they are going to become a father. Panic is one reaction. Another is, “How can this be happening to me?” After the initial anxiety passes, many new fathers get totally into it. They become curious about this new thing they have never experienced, and they want to learn more.


Not all new fathers are like this, of course. Some are more reluctant participants. Because the baby is developing inside their partner’s body, and not theirs, they may feel uninvolved or cut off from what’s going on. These men may have to go through the birth itself and see the baby before they finally feel connected to the drama that has been unfolding around them for the previous nine months. The goal of this book is to speak to all types of new fathers—those who are into it from the get-go and those who may need a little nudging here and there—and to introduce all of them to the wonder of this experience.


Men tend to be mission-oriented. Give us a job and we will go out and do it. The problem that some new fathers have with pregnancy is that they are not sure what to do or what their job is. This book will show you the jobs that you can do during this time, including (and perhaps most importantly) how you can support your partner.


Ah, but there’s the rub. This may be an unfamiliar position for many men. They may not be accustomed to playing second fiddle in their family. But interestingly, a man shows leadership by supporting his partner and the life developing inside her. He recognizes that something is happening that is larger than himself, and he does some growing up during this period. He becomes a father.


Nothing physical happens inside the body of the man during pregnancy (although some do feel sympathy pains when their partners are going through morning sickness), and yet he is being asked to make the journey from not being a father to being a father. Is it any wonder that some men stumble along the way? Fathers-to-be experience emotions they’ve never had before—fear of fainting in the delivery room, worry about the health of the baby, money pressures, concern over how a child will affect their relationship with their partners—and they’re not quite sure how to handle them. Some are embarrassed that they have these emotions at all.


For new fathers and their partners, pregnancy is a trip into a vast, unexplored territory. And just like any good adventurer exploring the unknown, you will need to have the right tools. Let this book serve as your compass and map as you discover the new world of fatherhood—and become an everyday hero to your family.
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Chapter 1
The New World of Fatherhood




It has been said that that being a father is the most important thing most men will ever do in their lives. Only a few select individuals will be president of the United States or rescue a stranded family from a burning building or sink the winning basket with time running out in the seventh game of the NBA finals. But many men will become fathers, giving them the opportunity to become everyday heroes to their children. This chapter will prepare you for the road ahead and what to expect along the way.





Becoming a Father


To state the obvious, being a father is different from being a mother. You have a different role in the family and a different job to do. You see things differently than your partner does, and you will have a different relationship with your child than she does.


Some of the most crucial differences between a father and a mother become obvious during pregnancy. The most dramatic, and visible, changes occur with the woman. Her body changes as the baby grows inside her, and a whole host of emotions accompany these physical changes.


It is completely different for a father-to-be—virtually nothing happens directly to a man during pregnancy. His body does not expand and change. He’s the same fella he always was—except that now he is about to have a little rug rat crawling around the house.
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The Internet is an endless source of information that can help answer questions that arise. Some of this information is reliable; much of it is not. On medical issues involving pregnancy, it is always best to follow a physician’s advice and your own common sense rather than any advice you may find on the web—or anywhere else, for that matter.









The unique challenge that men face is that they must come to terms with becoming a father almost entirely on an emotional level, rather than a physical one. The good news for fathers-to-be is that they have an unprecedented level of support and a wide variety of resources available to them. Some of those resources include the following:




	
The Everything® Father-to-Be Book, 3rd Edition, naturally. (Accept no substitutes!)


	Other fathers and mothers who’ve been through it before


	Family—your own father and mother, father-in-law, brother who’s perhaps a father


	Father and parenting websites, blogs, and online forums


	Men’s and fathers’ support groups





People, especially mothers and fathers, are your greatest resource, and we will talk about all of this as we move forward in the book. What is important for fathers-to-be to realize is that they are not alone on this journey and there is a lot of support available to them.
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“No one ever tells expectant fathers how much fun it is going to be,” said Gary Grillo, father of two girls. “Well, it is. If you let it, this will be the most fun you have ever had in your life. Everything is worth it the first time she looks at you—not to mention the first time you hear her say ‘Dadda.’”









Greater Expectations, Greater Rewards


As a father you’re expected to be many things. You are expected to be a good provider, but that’s not the end of your responsibilities. You are also expected to actively participate in the birth of your child and to take a hands-on approach in raising him or her. Additionally, your partner expects you to always be there for her in a loving, nurturing way.


It’s a lot to handle, no? At times it may seem overwhelming. But fatherhood is a job and, like any job, it helps to know what your duties are and how you fit in. Here, then, is a general job description for being a father.


Job One: Provider/Protector


Despite all the ways that fatherhood has changed over the years, your primary role is the same as it was for the cavemen and for every father since then. Though you do not need to feel as if this burden falls solely on your shoulders, you do need to help provide for your family, and it’s your job to protect them to make sure they are safe. The mother’s primary focus will be inward, on the baby. Yours will be on creating a safe, secure place to raise your child. Often, the first thoughts a man has when he learns his partner is pregnant are these: “How am I going to pay for this? Do I need to work more? What do I need to do to make this happen?”


All men have these thoughts or similar ones. They are normal and natural, an instinctive reaction to the promise and responsibility of childbirth. Being a provider is one of the most fundamental ways you can help your partner and child.


Job Two: Participant


One of the biggest jobs a father has is as a birth coach, a responsibility that will be discussed in greater detail later. But being a birth coach is only one aspect of a larger requirement for fathers. They are expected to participate in all areas of family and household life. This is in part due to the fact that many women are themselves working outside the home, and these mothers need more help with the baby from their partners.


Being asked to participate more may seem like a negative because you feel like you are getting pulled in lots of different directions at the same time. It is ultimately a positive thing though, since with greater responsibilities come greater rewards. Since you are around your child more—changing diapers, feeding her, taking her for walks—you develop a closer relationship with her. Every father wants that.
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One of the biggest worries that men have is that they will faint during childbirth. This is a staple of Hollywood: movies and TV shows showing the father collapsing comically in the delivery room. If you’re worrying about this, forget it. Virtually no men faint during childbirth.









Job Three: Support Person and Nurturer


A vital part of being a father is supporting your partner because by supporting her, you support your child. Having a good relationship with your partner is the best thing the two of you can do for your child. Some fathers-to-be may be uncomfortable with this job because it represents a change in the way you perceive yourself and your role as a man. Putting your partner’s needs ahead of yours is an important part of showing your commitment—to both your partner and your future child.


You may come into a rough patch where you lose your job or the money isn’t flowing in the way you wish. But you can still be there for your partner in valuable ways that have nothing to do with making a living. First and foremost, listen to her. Let her talk about her feelings, and try to listen without judging or criticizing. Demonstrate that she can confide in you about the sometimes scary changes that are happening inside her.


Birth Then and Now


People have been having babies since, well, since the beginning of people. But the childbirth process has changed dramatically over the years. These changes have largely come about through advances in medical technology that make it safer than ever before to have a baby. Although there are still dangers in childbirth, for both the mother and the baby, the risks are significantly lower than they were in previous generations.


The Way It Used to Be


For centuries, almost all births took place at home. Childbirth was regarded as the exclusive domain of women. Usually only females were present, including a midwife who assisted in the delivery. Fathers rarely participated, nor were they expected to.


The mortality rate was far higher than it is today. Sometimes the baby or the mother died during childbirth. Because it involved creation, the act of having a child was imbued with mystery. Ritual and superstition entered into it, and the midwife, who was not medically trained, often oversaw these mysterious rites.


Childbirth as a Medical Procedure


In more recent generations, the hospital replaced the home as the primary place to have a baby. Anesthesia came into use, which required a doctor’s involvement. Additionally, people began to feel that a hospital with physicians, nurses, and trained medical specialists in attendance was the best environment for both mother and child.


Once hospitals and doctors got into the act, the process of having a baby underwent a major transformation. Where it had once been seen as an act of creation fraught with danger and mystery, childbirth came to be regarded as a medical procedure similar to surgery. Mom was, in fact, placed on a surgical table, her feet resting in stirrups. She received medication to numb the pain, and the operation proceeded.


One element of childbirth that did not change from earlier times, however, was the role of dear old Dad. Just as in earlier days, he was the odd man out. Most of the time you could find him in the waiting room, nervously pacing the floor and making jokes with the other men there. When the baby arrived, he brought flowers to Mom (still not a bad idea) and handed out cigars.


Birth Today


The experience of giving birth today is radically different than it was for your grandparents. Hospitals and their labor and delivery procedures have changed over the years. In part, this is a response to couples who have insisted on more involvement for the father and less of a “surgical” feel to the birth experience.


You will want, of course, the best physicians and medical services available to you. Even if you choose not to use it in every case, you will probably like the idea of having the latest technology at your disposal, especially if a crisis occurs. And you will want information about all of your options, including pain-killing drugs (again, even if your partner opts not to use them).
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Nowadays almost every occupation recognizes the right of a father to attend the birth of his child, although this has not always been true. In a famous incident in the 1990s, Houston Oilers offensive tackle David Williams skipped an NFL game to attend the birth of his son. The Oilers fined Williams and threatened to suspend him for insubordination, causing a national uproar that led to the more father-friendly policies of today.









But if you are like nearly all couples these days, you want your child’s birth to be more than a purely medical event. Some couples may decide not to have their baby in a hospital, and instead stage the delivery at home. Those at a hospital, nevertheless, want to birth their baby in a setting that resembles home—a place that is quiet, comfortable, and relaxed. Whatever “blend” of old and new you and your partner choose, the two of you are sure to be making lots of decisions over the next months—more decisions, perhaps, than you have ever made together before.


Dad as Birth Coach


An overwhelming percentage of fathers serve as birth coach for their partner. They look forward to this challenge and rise to the responsibilities it entails. Giving birth is not a “woman’s matter” anymore. Men accept that they are part of the deal, too, and for the most part they are happy to be one of the first faces welcoming their babies into the world.
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“Just stick with it and don’t sweat the small stuff,” Mike Maggart, father of three, says to new fathers and fathers-to-be. “There are no hard-and-fast rules for a lot of these issues, and if there are, they change back and forth with time anyhow. Everyone makes mistakes. Becky and I did what we always thought was best for the kids and the situation. You will, too.”









These facts notwithstanding, a man’s place in this brave new world is still not secure. Hospitals and physicians often pay lip service to the importance of fathers, but then disregard them or treat them like a fifth wheel. Some (though almost certainly not your partner) may see you as a spectator to this process, irrelevant even.


Along with the negativity you may encounter from medical professionals and others, you may be dealing with your own feelings of uncertainty and possible incompetence. You may not feel comfortable in a medical setting. You may not understand everything about a woman’s body—what man does?—and your questions may seem crude and stupid. All this may make you wonder if you are up to the task ahead.


You owe it to at least three people to fight through the negativity and doubts and keep going. The first is your partner, who needs you by her side. The second is your growing child who, it has been shown, learns to distinguish his mother’s and father’s voices while still in the womb. Last but not least is you. Being present for the birth of your child is without a doubt one of the most flat-out amazing experiences you will ever have. You don’t want to miss it.


A Different Role for You


While being a birth coach is important, it is nonetheless secondary to the bigger job that your partner is doing. She is the one who is birthing the baby and doing the real, hard, painful work. Most men are glad not to be in that position once they see their partners going through so much agony.


Still, it points out a central fact: You are not the central player in this drama. Baby and Mom come first, and you are a distant third. This may be an unfamiliar position for you, but being a father in today’s world means that you must learn and adapt to new roles for yourself.


A Supporting Role


As mentioned, you are not the lead actor in this drama; your partner and baby are. The job of a supporting actor is just that—to support the lead players. Your job is essentially to make the star of the show—the mother of your child—feel good, and to keep her performing. If you do that, you will be doing your job. And there is great satisfaction in this.


In the later months of pregnancy, you will take childbirth preparation classes. These classes focus principally on Mom. As her coach, you are there to learn techniques to support her, both physically and emotionally, when she goes into labor. Again, while this is a valuable role to play, it is still a supporting one.


An Advisory Role


One of the vital roles that a man plays during pregnancy, and especially during childbirth, is that of advisor. You are going to advise your partner on lots of issues. Some advice she will heed; some of it she will ignore. So it goes.


Ultimately, though, your partner will make the final call, not you. Most men accept this and have no problem with it. They trust her instincts, especially in matters concerning her own body, and are willing to play second fiddle in this regard.


A Decision-Making Role


In the throes of labor, however, a woman may be unable to make decisions for herself. She may be out of her mind with pain. That is where you sometimes have to step in, assess the situation based on the advice of doctors, nurses, and others, and make tough, on-the-spot decisions.


These decisions affect not only you, but your partner and your baby, too. Whatever role you happen to be playing at any given moment, when you make a decision, you will now have to consider its impact on your family. Get used to it. That is what it means to be a father.
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The responsibility for making decisions during labor and delivery never falls solely on the shoulders of the birth coach. Physicians, nurses, and the nurse-midwife provide counsel and can and will intervene if necessary. A friend or a member of your partner’s family may be present as well. You can also hire a professional labor assistant to give advice.









Adoptive Fathers and Other Types of Dads


“There are many ways to create a family,” said attorney and mother Brette McWhorter Sember, and no truer words were ever spoken. There are all sorts of families and all sorts of ways that men become fathers.


One way is through adoption. You and your partner may have adopted (or are adopting) a child from this country or another. If that describes you, you know that this process can be complicated and expensive. Almost certainly an agency or service has assisted you in this quest.


You may also be having a child through nontraditional but increasingly common methods such as artificial insemination or surrogate motherhood. The goal is the same in every case: to have a child, to raise a child, and to make the child part of a loving, caring family.


A dad is a dad is a dad. No matter what path you have taken to get here, you are becoming part of the club too. The fundamental rules apply to you as well: Your partner needs you, your child will need you, and the ground underneath you will be shifting rapidly and constantly.


The Changes Ahead


It is true that having a baby changes everything. These changes reach into all the major departments of your life, and the minor ones too. These changes begin virtually as soon as you hear her say, “Um, honey, you know what? I think I missed my period.”


After you pick yourself up off the floor, there is no reason to panic. Take a few deep breaths, and smile. Give her a big kiss. The biggest rollercoaster ride of your lives is now beginning. The following are three key areas of your life that will start to go up and down, and down and up.


Your Relationship


Changes may have already occurred in this department, depending on how far along your partner is in her pregnancy. You may find that she has less time and attention for you. She may not have as much interest in sex as she once did. She may be extremely tired or experiencing morning sickness. She may experience emotional highs and lows that you have trouble keeping up with at times.


There’s no denying that a baby (even one still in the womb) creates stresses and strains on a couple. When both parties are willing, however, this time can become a golden opportunity to grow together as a couple—and still have fun and a wonderful time in bed!


Your Job and Career


Changes will most certainly occur in the professional realm once you find out you’re having a baby. Both you and your employer may suddenly regard each other in a different light.


For example, you may work long hours or travel frequently in your job but, with a baby on the way, you may not want to be away quite so much from your partner. When the baby comes, you may want to be home even more. Your changed view toward your job may in turn cause your employer to reassess your place and standing in the company. Some employers look askance at new fathers or fathers-to-be, at least in the beginning, when the effects on your work life are not yet known. This may be something you need to reassure them about.
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Studies have shown that becoming a father can help a man in his work life. Feeling the need to provide for his family makes him work harder, and this spurs him on to greater accomplishments and a better career. Having a baby also teaches patience, perseverance, and other lessons that can improve on-the-job performance.









Your View of the World


The biggest change in your life when you become a father is the change that occurs in your outlook. Your attitude about things—your view of the world—shifts and expands. You no longer look at things in quite the same way you did before.


This change in attitude does not occur overnight. It comes on slowly, over time. Pregnancy covers three-quarters of a year, which gives you ample time to come to terms with the idea of little ol’ you becoming “the old man”—uh, Dad.


Of course, your partner may have an entirely different view—about the length of a pregnancy, that is. She is, after all, the one who is carrying Junior around inside her. And Junior keeps getting bigger and bigger. By the ninth month or so she is going to be quite sick of the whole business and ready to pop that baby out.


Learning to be a father is one of the simplest things a man can do—and one of the hardest and most complicated. There are great expectations and challenges for fathers today, along with great joys and rewards.





[image: ]
Chapter 2
Conception and Pregnancy




Fatherhood begins at the moment of conception. After this moment comes the crazy, apple cart–upsetting knowledge that, yes, you are indeed going to have a baby. What do you do when you first hear the news? What steps do you take at home and at work? This chapter gives you the lowdown.





Planned and Unplanned


The majority of pregnancies are unplanned. Even if they are planned, they are unplanned in the sense that you never know until you’re pregnant that you are. They almost always come as a surprise to both Mom and Dad. Surprise may, in fact, be too mild a word. Both of you may feel at first like you have just been hit over the head with a baseball bat.


Conception is a simple yet mysterious process. Some couples may have been trying hard to have a baby, stopped for a while because they were unsuccessful, and then suddenly and inexplicably got pregnant. Others may have caught lightning in a bottle and conceived a child the first weekend they made love after stopping birth control. Some may have gotten pregnant while on the pill or another form of contraception.


Ultimately, the genesis of your pregnancy does not matter. What matters is the fact that both of you are bringing a new life into the world.
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A man ejaculates hundreds of millions of sperm during an orgasm, but only some of them survive the journey up the womb to the promised land of a woman’s fallopian tubes. Once a single sperm enters the egg, no other sperm can come in, no matter how hard they knock at the door. The instantaneous fusion of sperm and egg forms the single cell in which life begins.









Hearing the News


After he plants the seed, a man basically loses control of the gestation process. The woman is the one who carries the baby, the one whose internal processes will transform that single cell into a fully formed, amazingly complex little human being with eyes, ears, nose, lips, skin, and maybe even some cute fluffy wisps of hair just like Dad’s.


Your partner will be the first to know about her possible pregnancy. It does not matter if it was planned or not. In every case, she will know or suspect something is different before you see any signs because she will have missed her period. In some cases, she may even have proceeded without you—received medical confirmation of her pregnancy from a blood or urine test—before she lets you in on her secret.


This puts you into a reactive position. She is going to be telling you the news, even if it is still preliminary, and you are going to be on the receiving end. The emotions you may feel when you hear this news for the first time are worth exploring.


Shock


Learning that you are about to have a baby, if you were not expecting it, is shocking news. Even if you were planning and hoping for it, this information can still catch you off guard. You may feel stunned and completely blown away. “What?” you say. “Are you sure?” Before fully accepting the news, many men need to see the results of a pregnancy test. A test provides outside verification beyond the simple fact that your partner may have missed her period.


Fear and Worry


After your immediate shock fades, more emotions will follow. You may feel all of these things at once, or they may come on over time. All of what you feel falls under the category of “normal and natural.” Every father-to-be experiences these emotions at one time or another.


You do not know what to expect because you have never done this before. People can tell you what it is like, but that is not the same thing as actually living it and experiencing it for yourself. Until you do, feelings of worry and unease will probably always be at the back of your mind.


Sadness


Sadness or even depression can come over you in your quieter moments after learning you are about to become a father. While a woman feels as if she is gaining something in having a child, many men experience an opposite reaction; they may experience feelings of loss.


You may be asking yourself, “Is my partner going to get so wrapped up in the baby that she forgets about me? Am I going to lose her? Is having a baby going to hurt our relationship?” These questions and more will be discussed in Chapter 6.


Excitement


Emotions, being emotions, are hard to predict. They do not follow a predictable pattern. If you do not feel these exact emotions right away, that is perfectly okay. Every man is entitled to his own emotional response; there are no “shoulds” here. Of course, if you do not feel anything at all upon hearing the news you are going to be a father, it may mean that you lack a pulse. Better call the doctor because possibly you are no longer alive.
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“After getting over the immediate shock of ‘How did this happen?’” says Rich Freedman, father of a son, “you can then think of what’s important about being a parent: surviving the next eighteen years.” Rich also has advice for coping with your partner’s morning sickness: “Stock up on pickles, ice cream, and a really good sedative.”









Once you get over the initial shock, you will certainly feel excited at some point. It is possible, however, that your partner’s initial excitement may surpass your own. She may be bubbly as champagne while you feel flat. The reverse may be true too—you may feel elated, but she may feel like the world just fell on top of her. Whatever is going on inside your head, you will need to deal with her feelings in some way.


Your Job Begins: Reassuring Her


It is worth noting that, even in the murky world of emotions, the laws of science still apply. Sir Isaac Newton’s famous third law of motion reads, “For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.” Every careful man understands that when his partner first says those fateful words to him, “Honey, I’m pregnant,” his reaction is fundamental. Her initial feelings about this surprising development in your lives will be influenced, to some degree, by what you say and how you react.


Men are not robots. You are going to have an emotional response to this breathtaking news. What may help you, though, is a little understanding of what your partner is going through at this moment. She is going to be all over the map emotionally, surging with feelings that are similar to (but frequently different than) yours. The following are some examples:




	Excitement over having a baby of her own


	Worry over what you are thinking and how you may react


	Anxiety over what this may mean for your relationship


	Uncertainty because she has so many questions that need answers


	Concern that during the weeks she did not know she was pregnant she has somehow unintentionally harmed the baby’s health


	Fear about the pain of childbirth that she has heard so many stories about


	Relief that something she has perhaps wanted for some time has finally come to pass





Emotions are coursing through both of you like raging rivers. You have a great deal to talk about. These early moments can be intensely meaningful in the life of a young couple, and yet they also carry potential risk. Above all, your partner needs to know that, no matter what, you are in this together and that you will love her and stand by her.


The Home Pregnancy Test


A home pregnancy test is a commercial product that can provide a preliminary assessment of whether or not your partner is bearing a child. Many different brands are available without a prescription at most drugstores and supermarkets; cost is minimal. Most couples cannot resist the temptation to run down to the store and pick up a kit to see if what they suspect is actually true.






[image: ]




Home pregnancy tests claim to have an almost foolproof accuracy rate. However, one independent study showed that one in four home urine tests produced a false negative. Keep in mind that a number of factors (including even what brand you’re using) can affect how soon after conception you can get a reliable positive response from the test.









For best results, a woman should wait several days after her menstrual cycle has run its course to make sure she is not jumping the gun. You almost assuredly know nothing about the timing of your partner’s monthly cycle. As with so many other things having to do with pregnancy, you will have to rely on her.


Your partner will almost certainly perform the test herself, which can involve collecting a urine sample. When she is done, you can inspect the results together, although they are sometimes hard to read. A line of color may form on the test strip, or there may be a change of color that indicates whether or not you’ve struck pay dirt. Sometimes this line will be too light to read and you may have to try again.


The Blood Test


Pregnancy can be detected as early as one week after conception. Since there is still a margin of error, however slim, associated with a home pregnancy test, its results cannot be considered conclusive. Some couples may skip it altogether to get a definitive answer right away. The way to do that is with a blood test.


The blood test is considered “the gold standard” of pregnancy tests. It can be done at a doctor’s office or a laboratory. Just a few drops of her blood will tell you what you need to know. It may take a day or two, but the results will be accurate—you won’t need to worry about a false negative or positive.
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The news of a baby on the way is cause for celebration. Buy your partner flowers or a nice gift. Treat yourselves to a special dinner, or go on a date to the beach or a park. Or don’t do anything—just hang at home and giggle and talk about what is past, passing, and to come.









If your partner suspects she is pregnant but isn’t sure, it is important for her to get checked out as soon as possible. She needs to see a doctor who can give her an internal exam (and also perhaps administer the blood test). Once you know for certain, you can start moving forward with the various things that need to be done.


Looking Ahead to the Due Date


Two questions immediately pop into the minds of most parents-to-be when they learn they are pregnant: “Is it a boy or girl?” and “When will he or she arrive?” The doctor will be able to calculate the due date for you.


From conception to birth, pregnancy normally lasts anywhere from thirty-eight to forty-two weeks, which, if you do the math, is not nine months. It is more like nine months and change, or even ten months. Some babies come early, some come late. Very few of them arrive when they are supposed to or according to your carefully thought-out plans.


A due date makes this whole business of having a baby seem a little more real, especially for men. The growing embryo is immediately a real and active presence for your partner because, ready or not, changes are occurring in her body. Not so with a man. Being able to program a specific February or August date on your smartphone calendar somehow makes the process seem more real and less abstract.


Be careful, though, about revealing the date to in-laws, relatives, and friends. It is better to be on the vague side—tell them the due month, perhaps, rather than the actual day. The reason for this is that if people know the date, as it gets closer and closer, they will start calling you to ask, “Has it happened yet?” However well meaning they may be, you, and especially your partner, do not need (and will not want) that sort of pressure at that time.


Calculating the due date is an inexact science. It is done for the benefit of adults, and babies pay no attention to it. It is the rare child who actually arrives punctually on his due date. Most, however, are born within two weeks of this day, before or after.


What Happens Now?


After about five or six weeks of life, the embryo inside your partner’s body—your baby—is about the size of an apple seed. Despite his tiny size, he has already formed a simple brain and has begun to develop the beginnings of a spine, blood vessels, and a central nervous system. His itty-bitty heart is starting to beat. Although he has grown like gangbusters in a very short time, he still has a long way to go before he is ready to come out.


This is a good thing—a great thing. It gives you time to plan, and to absorb some of what you have been feeling. You do not need to know everything right away. You will learn what you need to know, and you can figure out all the things that need to be figured out in time.


But there are some things you need to jump on right out of the chute. Your partner needs to schedule an appointment with an obstetrician, or baby doctor, if she has not already done so. Make plans to go with her. She needs to start taking prenatal vitamins. A gentle reminder from you until she gets into the habit might be nice.
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Physicians strongly urge pregnant women to moderate or stop certain habits because of their potential harm to the baby. These include smoking, drinking, recreational drugs, and yes, even that morning Starbucks. Your partner should avoid taking antibiotics or over-the-counter drugs until she speaks to her doctor.
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