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Introduction


Aside from new babies, new mothers must be the most beautiful creatures on earth.


~Terri Guillemets


Being a mom, of course, is a life-long endeavor. Motherhood begins from the moment that test strip shows a positive result and never ends, even when our children are grown and have children of their own. However, the challenges and rewards change through each stage of our kids’ lives. In the first year, we may encounter colic, teething, and toxic diaper leaks. In the toddler years, we’re obsessed with safety and potty-training. In the school years, there’s peer pressure and homework. And don’t even get me started on the challenges of the teen years! But, for now, let’s focus just on the first few roller-coaster years. Chicken Soup for the Soul: New Moms starts at the beginning of our parenting journey—from the announcement that “I’m pregnant!” through the very active toddler and preschool years.


Most of us define the term “new mom” as being a mother for the very first time. It’s sharing the news of the first grandchild with our parents, going for our very first ultrasound (and possibly finding out whether it’s a boy or a girl), and hearing that first cry as the baby emerges from the cozy cave he or she has been inhabiting for many long months. But that’s just one definition of a “new mom.” For me, I’ve always felt that I was a new mom twice! The first time was when I found out I was expecting my oldest son, who is now a young man in his twenties. I was twenty-four and had no family around. Although I had been an expert babysitter in my teens, I found that I still had a lot to learn! So, I combed the parenting books, talked to friends who were already parents, and asked a lot of questions of the pediatrician. This was new territory for me, and I did my best to get the information I needed in a pre-Internet world. Nearly three years later, my second son arrived, but I was pretty much an “old pro” at that point. I’d ushered my first son through ear infections, separation anxiety, and an obsession with Barney the purple dinosaur, so I didn’t feel quite as inexperienced as I had the first time around.


Flash forward eleven years. My two boys were growing up, a preteen and a teenager, when I got some shocking news. I was going to be a mother again! So many years later, the gadgets and advice had changed. It was like I was a “new mom” all over again! I had given away all of my baby gear, so I was starting from scratch in setting up a nursery, buying baby clothes, and researching diapers. Once again, I had a lot to learn. And to add even more confusion to the situation, I found out I was expecting twins! Now, not only did I have to figure out what I needed for a baby, but I had to double it and consider all of the unique issues that arrive with twins. (You can read more about those adventures in Chicken Soup for the Soul: Twins and More.)


So, it matters not whether you’re in your twenties or your forties, pregnant or adopting, raising a newborn or a two-year-old, or even adding a second (or third) child to the family—you’re a new mom. And no one understands your joys and struggles better than other moms. Every time I read the stories in this book, I find myself nodding my head in agreement. I have had many of the same experiences, and I know exactly how the mothers (and fathers) felt in these situations. I also love the memories these stories bring up. I had forgotten what it’s like to go out in public while breastfeeding, only to experience an embarrassing “leak” upon hearing a baby cry! And I realize with sadness that I really miss the days of rocking a baby through a sleepless night, even though it’s accompanied by exhaustion. I know now that the potty-training days I thought would never end were just a blip in my children’s many milestones.


Chicken Soup for the Soul: New Moms is our gift to all mothers. It is the celebration of the honor of being somebody’s mom. And it is a tribute to all women who muddle their way through the trials and delights of raising a child. The truth of the matter is that we are all “new moms” because there are always new challenges and new pleasures, regardless of the age of our children. But the early years are especially years of wonder and learning, which the authors of these stories so beautifully illustrate. Chicken Soup for the Soul stories are tailor-made for new moms because you can easily read a few pages while your child is napping, playing with Grandma, or throwing the contents of his high-chair tray to the family dog. So, treat yourself to a little well-deserved “me time” and enjoy Chicken Soup for the Soul: New Moms!


~Susan Heim
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Countdown to Motherhood



Pregnancy is a disease from which you recover in eighteen years and nine months.


~Carrie Latet
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Our Last Night


A mother’s joy begins when new life is stirring inside... when a tiny heartbeat is heard for the very first time, and a playful kick reminds her that she is never alone.


~Author Unknown


The darkness engulfs my bulging figure as I gracelessly flop to the other side. Peaceful sleep has become a thing of the past, since somewhere in these nine-plus months I have metamorphosed into a female Buddha. Tonight’s restlessness, however, is not unwelcome. It isn’t the heartburn or the frequent need to go to the bathroom that is keeping me awake.


I place my hand on my stomach as you roll over and poke me with a protruding limb. The game of “try to guess the body part” has become a favorite pastime of mine. Soon, however, the mystery will be revealed, and I will be able to see with my own eyes what has been causing all this commotion inside. For such a tiny life, you sure do know how to make your presence well-known. I can hardly believe that, before long, my tiny butterfly will spread his or her wings and emerge from the warm cocoon.


I glance over at your sleeping father, who is oblivious to what is happening. “We won’t wake your daddy just yet,” I whisper to you in my mind. These private conversations will be deeply missed, as will the now-familiar acrobatics you perform. “No, we’ll keep this our little secret for just a little while more.” The increasing waves tell me this will be our last night, and I want to hold on to these final moments as mother and unborn child.


The past month I have gone from anxiously counting down to fervently praying for this moment to get here. I already feel like I have been pregnant a lifetime. It’s not just my body that has been stretched to the end of its limit. I have gone way beyond the “cute pregnant woman stage” and have entered the “beached whale phase.” If I hear one more time, “Are you still pregnant?” or “How far along did you say you were?” I really think I might burst! Don’t get me wrong. I have loved carrying you inside me and am utterly amazed that my body has nurtured you and been your safe haven for all these months. These past days, though, I admit, I have been preoccupied with one thought: “Would you get here already?!”


Now that our journey as mother and unborn child is finally coming to an end, however, I am not prepared for this melancholy drifting over me. There is a bit of sadness mingled with my joy about what lies ahead. I long to hold you in my arms, and yet part of me still wants to carry on this special bond we share right now. At that thought, you give me a gigantic kick, as if to remind me, “Hey, Mommy, we will still have a special bond; it will just be different!”


My face lights up with a smile, and I am filled with an overwhelming sense of love and happiness. I am ready for our last night as mother and unborn child to come to an end and for our first day together as mother and newborn to begin. I touch my stomach one last time, caressing the now familiar shape of the unseen you. Then I remove my hand, reaching over to wake up your father. It is time.


~Kimberly J. Garrow
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On the Way


Women’s bodies have their own wisdom, and a system of birth refined over 100,000 generations is not so easily overpowered.


~Sarah Buckley


Nothing smells better in the morning than good coffee brewing. Even though I don’t drink the stuff, the aroma wakes me and brings me comfort as I snuggle under the covers, hugging my husband’s pillow and breathing in his scent where it still lingers. I hear him in the kitchen, banging around, tinkering, puttering. He restlessly awaits daylight, anxious for the sun to illuminate the world, eager to start his day. My giant belly rolls.


“Hey, little one… you awake?”


I caress my swollen tummy, soothe my stretched skin, stroke away the discomfort. I hear a clank. Elias puts the cast iron skillet on the stove. Oh, no… I hope he doesn’t start cooking. Not yet. Just the thought of it makes me queasy. Eggs and onions, his favorite breakfast, will make me hurl….


Whoever decided to call this “morning” sickness? It’s been allday sickness for me. And those doctors, they don’t know anything.


“It’ll only last a few weeks,” they assured me, “a couple of months at the most.”


Yeah, right. I’ve been sick for nine months. It should be called “mourning sickness” because I’m in mourning. I mourn the loss of my body, the loss of my balance, the loss of emotional stability and… my belly button. Oh, blessed event. At least it’s almost here.


Ooooh, baby… That’s not so nice. My belly feels like a melon ready to burst. Looks like one, too. My little one squirms, wiggles, kicks. Not that sweet, gentle nudge I usually get. No, this is more like an attempted escape. It hurts.


“Are you hungry, honey?” Elias’s voice is soft, nurturing.


“Oh, babe, please don’t cook anything. Not yet. I’ve got to go to the bathroom and then… maybe I’ll have some crackers or something. If I smell eggs, I’ll lose it. And nothing’s worse than dry heaves.”


“I’ll get you one of those protein drinks. You’ve got to keep your strength up.”


I wash my face, brush my teeth, fight back another cramp. Oh, hey, that’s what this pain is: a cramp.


“Uh… I think I’m in labor.”


“Really…?”


“Yeah, maybe… ouch… yeah, definitely… um… I think we should go.”


“Scott’s coming over for his paycheck. Get ready, and we’ll leave as soon as he shows up.”


I head for the front door, reach for the handle, and crumple against the doorjamb. A fierce contraction squeezes the life from me. I lean against the wall, gasp, moan.


The door opens. Scott’s face pales.


“Dude, my paycheck can wait.”


“Hi, Scott. Want a cup of coffee?”


“Hey, man, you better get outta here. Seriously…”


“Oh… uh… I’ll call ya later.”


Elias cradles me against his strong chest, supports my contorted frame, and helps me into our van—our school-bus yellow, one-ton window van. I cradle my belly in one arm, ease carefully into the seat, and sit on the edge. No way I’m using a seat belt.


The van rumbles to a start, crunches gravel, and rolls down the driveway. I glance back and notice a Hawaiian print quilt on the floor in the back of the van.


“I think I want to lie down… in the back.”


I climb between the seats, crumple to my knees, and roll onto my back. Another contraction hits, and we are on our way. The van sways back and forth, around curves, down our windy mountain road. The sun peeks over the ridge, pouring sunshine onto my face and warming the morning. Around a turn and the light is gone. I see, instead, trees. The forest flies by.


“Oooh…!”


“Honey? Are you okay?”


“The pains are getting really strong.”


“Hold on. We’re almost there.”


The trees zoom by faster, faster. The sun in my face, and then gone again. The sky outside begins to show blue, the clear crystal blue of a crisp December morning. Beautiful. Ugh, another contraction…


Relax, go with the flow, it’ll be okay. This is natural, a part of life since life began. I can do this. I just need to relax and follow my instincts. Relax… breathe… relax… owwww… breathe… relax… push! I can’t help it. I can’t resist it. All at once, I am calm, focused, confident.


“The baby’s coming….”


Elias looks back from the driver’s seat, eyes wild.


“No… Hold it! We’re almost there.”


“Baby’s coming… I can’t hold it….”


“Really… I just saw a sign. We’re almost there. You can hold it for a few minutes….”


“It doesn’t work that way. This baby’s coming… now. You can either keep driving or pull over and help.”


Gravel crunches. The van rolls quickly to a stop. A dormant fruit tree hangs over the windshield, filters the early morning sunlight, becomes a focal point. The side door of the van bangs open, and I feel the warmth of my husband’s hands.


“What do I do? What do we do?”


“I can’t stay on my back. It hurts too much. Help me up….”


His strength lifts me. I grab the back of the driver’s seat. Another contraction contorts my body, and the uncontrollable spasm wreaks havoc. Natural… this is natural… I can do this. My mother did this. My grandmothers did this. Mothers since the beginning of time did this. Squat… That’s better, more normal. Breathe… relax… breathe… oh, wow… push! Push! Push! I feel resistance, tearing, squeezing.


Elias, excited, terrified, yells, “Oh, my God! I see the head!”


I pant, catch my breath, relax between contractions. One more contraction, one more big push… and it’s done. A gasp. A cry. I wilt, collapse back onto the quilt, look up, utterly exhausted. My husband holds our new baby, his arms wrapped tightly around it as though afraid of losing his grip. A broad smile grows across his face.


“We did it. We did it. He’s okay. We have a son.”


Elias hands our new baby to me, nestles him in my arms, and covers us with the quilt. He latches on, hungry, content. Ten tiny toes, ten exquisite fingers, perfect little nose, chocolate eyes, and a really big head. He’s absolutely astonishing.


“I lied to you,” Elias admits softly.


“What? What are you talking about?”


“When I told you we were almost there. I said we passed a sign, told you we were just a few miles from the hospital. I thought you could hold it if you thought we were close.”


“Huh,” I chuckle wearily. “So… where are we, exactly?”


“Oh, about fifteen miles away.”


~Nona Perez
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Pregnancy: Nature’s Hostile Takeover


Think of stretch marks as pregnancy service stripes.


~Joyce Armor


It has been three years since my last pregnancy. It is a bit off-putting to be in public, surrounded by pregnant women and nursing moms, and to realize that I have aged out (or, as I prefer to think of it, “experienced out”) of that club. I really thought that babies and bellies would be my reality for eternity. After all, I have spent two and a half years pregnant, five years breastfeeding, three days in labor, and exactly 38,465,342.8 hours worrying about parenting decisions I’ve either made, am making, or have yet to make. Being a mom isn’t for the fainthearted.


No one tells you what it’s going to be like, do they? I mean, I know part of that is our fault, as new mothers, because we are so convinced we know what we’re doing that when a well-meaning friend tries to give us advice, we roll our eyes and snicker behind our hands at them. “Well, sure you had to use a pacifier with your baby, but mine won’t have any anxiety issues, and therefore won’t need external comforting.” Spoken like a true preggo or newbie. Just wait until the middle of the night about three days in—you know, right after you’ve come home from the hospital and it’s just you and Angel Baby staring at each other by the glow of the nightlight. You’ll be desperately digging in the bottom of the diaper bag to find that pacifier, too, momma. Trust me on this one.


No, new moms aren’t known for their willingness to take advice, but maybe that’s because they feel ever so slightly lied to. Let me give you an example. When a pregnant mom asks me what pregnancy was like, I tell the truth—it was wonderful. I loved every minute of it. Couldn’t believe what a magical experience it was. Would do it again in a heartbeat. Etc. This, of course, is the perspective I have about it now. You know, now that I’m on the other side of it. Now that it is becoming a memory. Now that I’ve reaped the rewards. I’m not lying when I say that pregnancy is awesome, but perhaps I’m also not telling the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, as I might have been experiencing it at the time.


The whole truth, of course, involves a bit of unpleasantness. It involves aches in body parts I didn’t even know I had. Before I got pregnant, I was only vaguely aware of being in possession of a cervix. I had never seen said “cervix.” I didn’t have an owner’s manual on it, had never changed its oil or had it tuned, and I certainly didn’t know it could hurt. Further, I never guessed that it would become fair game for discussions with colleagues after visits to the doctor. Let’s face it—it’s fair game for discussion with everyone near the end, when even Great Aunt Lucy will ask how far dilated you are. (This is the same woman, by the way, who always chastised you for not acting like more of a lady when you were young, and now she’s hollering into the phone to see how stretched and skewed your most private of parts has become.) By the end of it all, three doctors, ten medical students, eighteen nurses, and a cleaning lady who doesn’t know how to knock before entering will all have seen the very same cervix you’ve still not been properly introduced to.


The whole truth also involves, shall we say, anatomical reorganization. These are similar to the theories discussed in college geology classes—poles shifting and causing wobbles and a loss of balance, new hilly eruptions and subsequent foliage cover, bulges in the equator, and the heartbreaking, gradual sinking of northern mountain ranges. Stuff just doesn’t stay put when you’re pregnant. Your belly button thrusts forward, as if trying to escape the disruptions to its previously peaceful domain. Your feet widen. Your organs squish and slosh (sometimes even leaking). Fact of the matter is, you even get new body parts. It’s true. Look it up. (Or, if you’re pregnant, just look down.)


The human body is full of strange-sounding parts. You have to wonder if the only reason some people go into medicine is because no other area of science or technology would hire them because of their funny names. They only backed into stellar careers in gastroenterology or otolaryngology because their initial interviews at, say, NASA or the National Park Service went something like this:


“I’m terribly sorry, Mister... uh... Kiesselbach, is it? Though your credentials are excellent, we can’t run the risk of you discovering something truly remarkable and then wanting to name it after yourself. It’s just a PR nightmare. Have you ever considered medicine, though?”


So, that’s why we now have parts inside each and every one of us that sound like they’re more likely to have come from a Star Wars movie than a medical text. I kid you not—if you looked hard enough (and knew where to look), you could find your very own Hydatid of Morgagni (didn’t he rule the Mongols in the mid-1500s?), Islets of Langerhans (makes you want to vacation there sometime, doesn’t it?), Space of Moll (right next to the Black Hole of Moll), and White Line of Tolt (every bit as spectacular as the White Cliffs of Dover, but not nearly as crowded).


Anyway, these funny little innards are silently working away inside you all the time. But your Montgomery’s Tubercles only kick into gear when you’re pregnant and breastfeeding. They’re actually little bumps around your nipples that secrete a special oil to keep things properly lubed for breastfeeding. Montgomery originally described these glands as “a constellation of miniature nipples scattered over a milky way.” Very poetic. Most women, however, describe them as just another part of the hostile body takeover that is pregnancy. Oily bumps. On your breasts, no less. Great. Unfortunately, they go perfectly with those dark hairs you sprout on your upper lip and the unexpected gift that is urinary incontinence. You see why pregnant women don’t exactly fall for my “everything is beautiful” explanation of motherhood?


No, one cannot deny that there are some parts of pregnancy that aren’t all glowing beauty. Here’s the thing, though: That doesn’t all magically go away when you give birth. That first post-baby look in the mirror is quite a shock. Your breasts sag. Your belly is floppy. Your stretch marks shine. Your leg hair is thicker. You see parts you haven’t seen in nine months, and they’re not pretty. Worst of all, you’re convinced you’re never going to be the same again. And I’ve got to level with you here—you won’t. Sure, things will get better. Heck, you might even get back into your old clothes and look just as smokin’ as you did before, but you will still be forever changed. You will regard your body with new respect. You will cherish the memories and honor the sacrifices it has made. Those aren’t stretch marks—they’re battle scars, and you’ve earned ’em, momma—just like you’ve earned a special membership into the exclusive Mommy Club, and the right to tell expectant mothers the same truth about pregnancy you heard all along—it’s absolutely wonderful!


~Andrea Farrier
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The Blessed Event


I’m not interested in being Wonder Woman in the delivery room. Give me drugs.


~Madonna


My husband and I prepared for the arrival of our first baby with the attention of a general preparing for an invasion. We did it all: Lamaze classes, nutrition classes, even a pregnancy bra fitting, not an easy task for a girl who had been brought up to be modest at any cost.


No amount of preparation, though, could equal the reality of giving birth.


Two hours into labor, I promised to devote myself to good works if I survived.


My husband held up a wedding picture for me to focus on. I ripped it to shreds and snarled, “I want drugs.”


“But, honey,” my hapless spouse said, “we decided we were going to have a natural birth.”


I grabbed him by the neck of his hospital gown. “You have it natural. I want drugs.”


With my promise that I’d take a contract out on his life if he ever laid a hand on me (translation: got me pregnant) again ringing in his ears, he meekly asked the nurse for painkillers.


At six hours, I vowed celibacy for the rest of my life as the back pains hit. You know the ones I mean—the kind that make the Inquisition rack seem like a session with a masseuse.


By the tenth straight hour of agonizing pain, I changed my mind and decided to skip the hit man. I’d do it myself. I fantasized about ways to do in this man I’d promised to love and cherish. First, though, I’d make him suffer.


Twelve hours into labor, I heard my husband excuse himself to go have breakfast. Seriously? The monster abandons me in my hour of need and goes to have breakfast? Death was too good for him.


In between screaming, I plotted. Suffering took on new meaning.


The doctor had yet to arrive. Alone with the nurse from Hades, I felt an uncontrollable need to push.


“Get this thing out of me!” I yelled.


“Pant, honey,” the whey-faced nurse with ferret-like eyes encouraged.


“You pant.”


“We don’t have to be unpleasant,” she chided.


“We don’t have to be anything,” I snarled through gritted teeth.


She snagged a doctor unfortunate enough to stroll into the room.


“I’m not an obstetrician,” he whined. “I’m a proctologist.”


With my last ounce of strength, I roused myself and grabbed him by the neck of his green scrubs. “I don’t care if you do nose jobs,” I said in a voice hoarse from screaming. “I want this thing out of me, and I want it out now.”


He stuck his head between my legs and held out his hands just in time to catch a nine-pound squalling scrap of humanity—a beautiful daughter.


Eventually, I forgave my husband and allowed him to touch me again. The pain of giving birth must have faded for I endured it three more times. Each brought a miracle.


Thank heaven for drugs.


~Jane McBride Choate
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Making Space


In pregnancy, there are two bodies, one inside the other. Two people live under one skin.... When so much of life is dedicated to maintaining our integrity as distinct beings, this bodily tandem is an uncanny fact.


~Joan Raphael-Leff


For twelve weeks, I felt nauseous—from the moment I woke up to the moment that sleep rescued me. For a girl accustomed to popping a pill and feeling better, this was unacceptable. I could not believe that morning sickness was so common and yet people still decided to have babies. Then, as if God (or the gods/Mother Nature/whatever you want to say) was laughing at me, at around nine weeks, the migraines started to kick in. As a long-time sufferer, I should have known how horrible they would be, but I had never experienced them in pregnancy before. Pregnancy migraines happened every day. For four months straight. Sometimes, they were just low-grade throbs as I climbed the stairs. Sometimes, they were ocular migraines causing blurred vision in one eye. And then there were the full-on migraines that required a dark, quiet room for hours—sometimes even days. My dream of having a child had turned into a nightmare.


Every day I reminded myself that I wanted this. I chose this. I actually tried to get pregnant. Plus, others had done this—many times. I had dreamt about having my own little girl one day, and now the dream was coming true, but the reality had no relation to my fantasies. My child, no bigger than a grain of rice, had taken over, was tormenting me, and she was a long way from even being born. Bedridden from the migraines, depressed at the shutdown of my regular life, teary from the hormones of creating a girl and her reproductive system, I morphed from a happy woman into an angry vehicle for “my husband’s” baby. Some days I was so lonely and sick that I wanted to die.


After I passed the twelve-week mark, I brought others into my “joy.” All the myriad of congratulations left no room for my variety of complaints and honest misery. Having a baby was a miracle, they said. What I was feeling would pass, they added. For me, this was not passing, and there was no joy. What I wanted was not to be pregnant again. I wanted my body and my life back.


I read book after book about pregnancy. I wanted answers, help, and advice. Only one book was honest and identified my deep misery as something that “some people” experienced. Initially grateful, the honesty kept going. The writer was so honest about every part of the process, I felt terror like I never had before. I simply couldn’t do this. This wasn’t going to get better. I couldn’t have this baby. I lay in bed wondering how I was going to get myself out of this one.


After five months, relief came slowly, like the rising sun after years of rain. A cute bump was forming between my ever-widening hips. I was headache-free for three days running. I wanted to eat again—and, I mean, I really wanted to eat. At last I could rejoin the world. Active until I had been invaded, I decided to try prenatal yoga. Friends had loved it, the books recommended it, and I wanted to do something marginally athletic after the past months of torpor.


At the start of the second class, the yoga teacher asked us to sit with our legs crossed, rest our hands on our bellies, close our eyes, and try to feel at one with our baby, make a connection with our baby. I closed my eyes. I put my hands on my belly. I waited. I felt no connection. I waited again. There was still no connection. In my belly was a troublemaker. My life as I knew it was over. My little girl had taken over. After class, I felt horrible. How could I feel this way? It had to stop. What was I doing to our “pre-birth relationship?” I was a bad mother, and my baby hadn’t even been born. Yet my feelings wouldn’t stop.


I waddled to prenatal yoga three days a week. Along with the exercise, I liked the camaraderie of the women. I liked watching them—us—all grow bigger together. The ones farther along were visions of the future to the ones a few weeks behind. There were the days when “an announcement” was made. Someone we had seen two days earlier had had her baby. Joy spread among the class. Who would be next? Another day brought a first-timer, someone with a flat tummy. We all smiled at her, knowing what other people passing her on the street probably didn’t know. Being a part of other women’s pregnancies was helping me move through mine. I was not alone on this journey. When my little girl kicked, a trickle of joy crept through me. Hope began to surface.


Although we practiced the same poses, different teachers used different words to help us into them. A variety of soothing words would ease our wobbly bodies into position. One day when a teacher was explaining how to get into Warrior 1, a standing pose, she said, “Reach your hands out. Reach forward like you are reaching to the future and reach back like you are reaching into the past, but keep your body centered right in the middle. Centered in today.” Her words worked like magic. My twisted-up thoughts were always moving forward, backward, inside-out, and upside-down. Somehow, her simple words straightened me out. I left class clinging to feeling centered for as long as I could.


Another day, another teacher had us in triangle pose. We were standing, our legs wide, one arm on our knee and one arm reaching toward the sky. My belly was big enough now, and I was twisted in such a way that I looked like I had a basketball poking out of my left hip. I was wondering if my fat ankles were going to be able to hold me through this one. It seemed like a lot to ask. As the instructor told us to look up toward our raised hand, she said, “Keep your heart open. Try to open up your shoulder as much as you can. Make some space. If you are able to make just a little more space, you’ll find your breathing will be easier.”


Suddenly, I felt like an old oak tree from which hundreds of noisy black crows had just taken flight. Make space. If I made some more space, then I would be able to breathe easier. Trying to stay balanced, I struggled to get my shoulder back. I opened up my chest, took a deep breath, and stretched. I could feel my body open. Then my mind took over. That’s all I needed to do. My baby hadn’t taken all of me away. Maybe she took a lot in the beginning, but I was back, sort of, in a new way. I simply needed to make a little more space. If I made space in my heart, my mind, my body, and then my life, it would all be okay. My baby just needed a little bit of space.


I left class convinced that even I could handle that.


~Jennifer Quasha
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A Laboring Question


The power and intensity of your contractions cannot be stronger than you, because it is you.


~Author Unknown


I had to ask. I knew the answer. I knew the question was preposterous, but I couldn’t help hoping. “Can we just leave her where she is?” I panted in exhausted pain.


I was in the final throes of labor. For the past forty-five minutes, I’d been enduring strong contractions. Lying on my side dressed in a thin cotton gown, staring intently at the logo on the hospital bed, contraction after contraction wracked my body. As my stomach clenched, I finally understood why all the media and literature stressed breathing during childbirth. The pain of my contractions was so incredible, my entire body froze tight, including my lungs. So I gripped the bedrails tightly and focused on breathing.


I was too overwhelmed with agony to pay attention to the clock, and before I knew it, the moment had come. I was maneuvered into position, and the doctor said the magic word, “Push!”


It was all I could manage just to breathe during the contractions, and now she wanted me to push too?


I’ve always thought of myself as a strong person. I run long distance and do my best to stay in shape. But my body was now completely weak, and my mind was giving up. I asked myself, “How can I end this with the least amount of pain?” The solution seemed simple enough: stop pushing and let the baby live in my tummy forever. Now I recognize how absurd the idea was, but at the time it seemed completely rational. I began to contemplate an entire lifetime of walking around with a huge swollen belly and aching feet. It didn’t sound like a bad idea at all compared to the idea of more pushing.


This was my first baby. I thought I knew what to expect. I thought I could handle the pain without drugs. I thought giving birth was comparative to running a marathon. I thought a lot of things that ended up being wrong. First, childbirth was nothing like running a marathon. The fatigue was similar, but I’d never felt like my stomach was being turned inside out while running. Even the combination of every side stitch I’d ever had while running didn’t compare to the pain of one single contraction. Second, I figured delivering a baby would be painful, but manageable; after all, it was a natural process women had been doing forever. I’d heard countless personal accounts of labor from different women while I was pregnant, and not one of them had said they didn’t go through with it.


I went into the delivery nervous, but confident. The moment the contractions started, I felt my confidence slip slightly. This didn’t feel at all like I had expected. As the contractions came faster and faster, and the pain became greater and greater, I did what I always do in times of personal struggle: I prayed silently, “God, give me strength.”


I turned to my husband, Dan, who had been by my side from the beginning, and we shared a look of bewilderment. It seemed we’d both had a different idea of what labor was going to be like.


“I don’t think I can do this,” I told him between contractions.


“Yes, you can,” he replied automatically. He didn’t sound very sincere, and his eyes kept flicking back and forth between my feet and my head. It was obvious he was preoccupied. He tried to comfort me, to cheer me on, but his words lacked conviction. Lucky for him, I understood. His presence, while not a balm to my pain, was a balm to my heart.


At this point, the nurse who was assisting in the birth piped up with a cheerful “You can do it! Just keep pushing!” Her words quickly went in one ear and out the other since she’d told me earlier that she had never had a baby. What did she know? I dismissed her as easily as I would an annoying gnat.


As labor continued, my prayers grew more frequent and desperate.


“Oh, God! How can I possibly do this?”


“This can’t be natural!”


“Please, God, make it stop.”


“God, I’m sorry for complaining about not being able to bend over! I promise I’ll live the rest of my life upright if you just let me keep her inside so I can stop this awful pushing.”


Finally, after an hour of pushing, I gritted out, “I can’t do it!”


The doctor responded blandly, “You can do it,” as if my comment was something she’d heard millions of times before. She was sitting at my feet looking utterly bored, like she was wishing she had brought along a nail file to pass the time.


I completely disagreed with her diagnosis. That’s when I asked, “Can we just leave her where she is? I don’t mind staying pregnant the rest of my life.”


But apparently the answer to my question was so obvious that no one even bothered to respond. My memories of everything but the pain are fuzzy at best, but I’m pretty sure my husband even had the nerve to roll his eyes at me!


In spite of my certainty that I’d given everything I had, I pulled myself together, just like I did at mile 23 of my last marathon when I thought I couldn’t possibly continue another three miles. I dug down deep within myself to find the strength God gave me and kept pushing until my beautiful baby girl was born into the world.


The moment she was in my arms, the pain faded to nothingness. All I felt was amazement at the tiny angel resting on my chest. I looked at my husband, and we shared a moment of pure joy. We’d done this. With God’s help, we’d created and delivered a miracle.


Once again, I was moved to pray, “Thank you, God, for helping me find strength at a time when my body and mind had given up.”


And, thankfully, a few days after being home, I was also able to pray, “Thank you, God! I can bend over again!”


~Brianna N. Renshaw
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A Fine Case of Baconitis


“Lisa honey, are you saying you’re never going to eat any animal again? What about bacon?”


~Dan Castellaneta, The Simpsons


Pregnant with my first and only child, I did the typical things—threw up as soon as I got out of bed in the morning, threw up at lunch, and threw up when anything smelled stronger than a saltine cracker. One sunny Sunday morning before I knew I was expecting, I decided to cook bacon. Bad, bad move. By the time the bacon had crisped in the frying pan, I’d raced to the bathroom more than once.


Please understand that I’m a bacon lover. My heart sings at the sound of bacon crackling in the hot grease of a frying pan and at the smell of the meat’s smoky scent wafting through the house. It takes me back to Saturday morning breakfasts long ago, when life seemed to be a ribbon-bedecked gift, waiting to be opened.


So, it’s understandable that in my state of prenatal ignorance, I decided only one thing could cause me to feel that sick at the smell of bacon: an advanced disease. Something with a weird medical title, such as Second Stage Pork-inoma or Third Degree Baconitis.


The morning following the bacon fiasco, I felt fine. Odd disease, that Third Degree Baconitis—one minute my stomach felt great, the next I was driving the porcelain bus. Being late for work, I didn’t have time to ponder the oddity of the symptoms. However, I’d learned my lesson, and there would be no leftover bacon for me that morning. Instead, I grabbed a handful of grapes and an opened, now fizzless root beer. When I got to the workplace, where I developed film for a cancer research company, I topped off my breakfast with a custard doughnut that sat on a plate on the receptionist’s desk—last week’s leftover doughnut.


It didn’t take long before I lay curled up on the cold, linoleum floor in the darkroom, holding my nose with one hand to block the acrid scent of photo chemicals—a smell that only made the nausea worse—and rubbing my stomach with the other.


“This Third Stage Baconitis is advancing rapidly,” I muttered to myself through gritted teeth. “I have to make an appointment immediately to see a doctor.” Then I jumped up and dashed to the bathroom.


Several weeks later, the doctor confirmed it. No, not Third Stage Baconitis, but a three-month pregnancy. I walked out of her office elated. Now it all made sense. No disease, no treatments involving chemo or radiation, just six more months of waiting for a baby—a cute, sweet baby to fill our lives with joy.


I was so happy I didn’t even wait until we arrived back at our little nest to tell my husband. I told him in the car… and then we drove home faster than the wind so I could go throw up again.


~Cindy Beck
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Speedy Delivery


Just as a woman’s heart knows how and when to pump, her lungs to inhale, and her hand to pull back from fire, so she knows when and how to give birth.


~Virginia Di Orio


“I think I am in labor,” I told the nurse on the other end of the line.


“Ma’am, if you were in labor, you would know it.” Her tone was short and snippy.


“All right,” I said in a quiet, noncommittal way and hung up the phone. She was the nurse, after all. She must know better. Not to mention I had already called her two times that night. The problem was that I couldn’t articulate how I was feeling. I was just uncomfortable.


This was nothing like my first pregnancy. Why didn’t someone tell me that no two pregnancies are alike? Maybe they did, and I just didn’t listen.


I lay back down on the couch. I tossed and turned in bed so much that I decided to move to the living room so I wouldn’t wake my husband. I fell back to sleep. It was a restless sleep. Then I had the dream that I had to pee but couldn’t find a bathroom. (Please tell me I am not the only one who has that dream.)


Thank goodness it was disturbing enough to wake me. I waddled to the bathroom. I peed... and peed... and peed.


“Boy, did I have to go,” I said into the quiet apartment as if someone were listening.


I had never peed that much in my life. It seemed quite odd to me, but I was not calling that nurse again tonight. I still had two weeks left in my pregnancy, and I just needed to suck it up and get through it.


Again, I headed back to the couch. No sooner had I laid down, I wet myself.


“My water broke!” I shouted into the empty space around me. “I am going to call that nurse and give her a piece of my mind.”


However, as soon as I stood up, it stopped. Maybe my water didn’t break. There was so much doubt because my first pregnancy had me sloshing in my shoes. I couldn’t call the nurse. I was not giving her a good laugh at my expense.


I paced around the apartment. “What to do? What to do?” I knew what I had to do. I had to call the cranky nurse. I would be cranky, too, if I had to listen to some woman rambling at three o’clock in the morning.


“Hello?” I said into the phone, hoping she wouldn’t recognize my voice.


“What’s wrong now?” The nurse sighed into the receiver. I could picture her rolling her eyes and thinking I was a crackpot.


“Well, you see... Well, I think...”


“Are you having contractions?”


“No,” I said feeling embarrassed.


“Did your water break?”


“Not really.” I didn’t want her to know that I, a grown woman, had peed my pants.


“Then you are definitely not in labor,” she said in short puffs of air.


Just as I was about to hang up, water gushed down my leg. Gushed, not trickled.


“My water just broke. And I am in labor!” I said to the nurse in a self-righteous sort of way. “I will be there in a few minutes.” I slammed the phone down on the hook.


“John. John. You have to get up. My water broke.” He began to stir when I got my first real contraction. I doubled over the bed, trying to blow the pain away. The sight of me shot him out of bed.


“How are you? Do you need anything?” Men sure have a way of asking stupid questions at the worst times!


“Go get the neighbor so she can stay here with Zach while we go to the hospital.”


“Oh. Yeah. Right,” he said as he pulled on a pair of pants. Just then, another contraction hit. It had been less than two minutes since the last one.


“You better hurry!” I said as I panted through the contraction. John ran out the apartment door before he could get a pair of shoes on. I moved around slowly trying to get my things together. I slipped a pair of leggings on under my nightgown. It had to be good enough because another contraction hit.


John and the neighbor came running through the door. John swung my bag over his shoulder and grabbed me by the elbow to lead me down the hall as if I was some old lady he was walking across the street.


We lived on the fourth floor, and there was no elevator. I took a deep breath and prepared myself for the eight flights of stairs below me. I had a contraction on every flight. I could see fear on John’s face.


“We need to move a little faster,” he said to me.


“Are you serious? You want me to move faster?” That was as possible as asking me to run a marathon in my condition. “Men!” I huffed under my breath.


As we walked out of the apartment complex, John ran ahead to open the car door. I stood on the front porch blowing away another contraction. Something had changed. Things felt very different.


“Honey,” John said in his sweetest voice, “you need to get in the car.”


“I can’t get in the car,” I cried. It felt as if the baby might fall out right on the porch.


Again, he took me by the elbow, almost dragging me to the car. “You have to get in the car!” he shouted. Looking into his eyes, I knew what he was thinking. It was the same thought I was having. We couldn’t deliver this baby here.


I forced myself to get in the car. For reasons unknown to me at the time, I could not sit in the seat. So I put myself in a half-laying, half-sitting position. Thankfully, we only lived seven buildings away from the hospital, and it was the middle of the night. John sped the whole way, never stopping at the stop signs.


A couple of buildings away from the hospital, I screamed, “I’m pushing! I’m pushing!”


All he could do was scream back, “Don’t push! Don’t push!” He pulled into the emergency entrance honking and going the wrong direction. He slammed on the brakes and ran out screaming for help. “My wife is having a baby!”
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