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INTRODUCTION


Prepartum Obsession


A few years ago my life changed. My gynecologist told me and my soon-to-be husband that she’d be surprised if I could get pregnant at my late age of . . . midthirties, and with my medical history of pesky fibroid procedures. If I wanted to have a baby, I’d need to get crackin’. She didn’t use those words exactly, because she’s kind of classy, but I got the message.


And it gave me pause.


It wasn’t that I didn’t want to reproduce. Of course I did . . . eventually. But this proclamation definitely added some immediacy to the mix.


But the gauntlet had been thrown down, and apparently my husband-to-be and I were up for the challenge, because within a year I was married, a home owner, and pregnant.


With child. Bun in the oven. Bursting with life.


You get the picture.


At first I was thrilled—I’d defied the odds. I was going to be a mother. A mom. Someone’s mommy! But as reality set in, questions and doubts started creeping in as well: Would I be a good mom? Am I prepared? Do I have to kiss my old life good-bye? Will I ever want to have sex with my husband again? Will he ever want to have sex with me again?


I feared the phenomenon when a perfectly sane woman who swigs Jack Daniel’s, never goes to sleep before eight a.m., and has had at least one STD gives birth and suddenly becomes a completely different person. This new “Mommy” personality subscribes to three dozen parenting magazines, thinks a wild night is tossing back two O’Doul’s, and never hits the hay after eight p.m.


By the sheer act of having a baby, would I become part of the same cult: joyfully taking classes to learn how to make my own all-organic baby food, wearing turtlenecks in the summer, turning my backyard into a swing set amusement park, and listening exclusively to Top 40?


Would I change into someone I didn’t recognize? I might start thinking sex was not something a mommy does, or from now on take only “family vacations” where I’d happily trade in Coronas on a warm beach for LEGOLAND and a local petting zoo.


The thing was, though, regardless of how much I might change, I knew I wanted to be the best mother I could be. I had a chance to make a few wrongs from my childhood right, and to pass a few rights from my childhood on to my own baby. I didn’t take this opportunity lightly. But this parenting thing was not my world. I’d never so much as browsed through BabyGap. Plus, my life didn’t seem quite set up for a baby. I did have a car with a backseat, but I had very little trunk space. God, I didn’t even own a DustBuster.


And since I didn’t know many other mothers whom I could use as resources, I started looking into books about pregnancy, caring for newborns, and parenting. There were so many—and they were so varied. Under the avalanche of information, I started worrying more rather than less.


Was there really one right answer? Every book seemed to think so. Did I need to adopt a parenting style? Cloth or disposable diapers? How much should I hold my baby to make sure she felt secure and loved? Was it imperative that I breast-feed until my kid could say “Mom, please put those bad boys away”? Did I need to put my baby on a schedule in order to keep my life the same at all costs—or never go anywhere without my baby and put all her needs way before my own? Should I forgo crib bumpers as if they were the devil incarnate? Could I ever use a blanket?


The so-called experts had answers to these questions and many more—so many answers that I found myself completely overwhelmed. Could I decide anything for myself without screwing my child up in some way? In my nervous pregnant state a much needed cocktail was off-limits, but I definitely wanted to lie down for the rest of my pregnancy.


Well, take a deep breath. Now that I have a child (a beautiful, healthy baby girl born November 12, 2004—seven pounds, two ounces, for those who are into that kind of thing) and have spent a considerable amount of time with her, I’m not joining the masses offering you advice. But through my successes, obsessions, and embarrassing confessions I’m prepared to help you sift through the information, and I will attempt to be a voice of reason.


I understand this is a big deal. Whether you got pregnant by “accident” or spent your life savings on fertility treatments, it doesn’t change the reality that a baby is a huge responsibility. You’ve just made the biggest commitment of your life. Having a baby makes buying a house look like a shopping spree at the 99-Cents Only Store. I should know, I’ve done all three. Your life is about to change drastically. You have invited over a little houseguest, and this little houseguest is never going home—he or she is home. Not to mention that this houseguest prefers to wake up at six a.m., no matter how late you kept him or her up the night before.


But take it from my personal experience. If you spend too much time pondering the parenting advice; fretting over every decision; letting other people tell you how to be, feel, and think as a mother, you will have no time to enjoy the very person you’re doing all of this for—no, not your mother, your BABY! And your baby is really cute. Go have a look. Visit their little overdecorated room and wake their little butt up. I’m kidding, don’t wake your baby up; simply look at him or her through your two-hundred-dollar video monitor. Isn’t your baby perfect?


If you could stop worrying about what your baby’s eating—or what it’s not eating, why you haven’t bought him or her a new educational toy in the last five minutes, and whether or not your stroller is hip enough to bring to the parenting competition—you might actually realize that having a baby is pretty darn cool. You’ll take in how much you’ve come to love this creature. This little person who calls you Mommy (or will soon), this brand-new person who needs you like no one has ever needed you before, who brings meaning to your life that you never imagined possible.


Every time you look at your baby’s little face, you will see a golden opportunity for videotaping. You will make countless movies that no one would pay admission to see, except you and possibly your very immediate family. So yes, your life will be permanently altered. There really isn’t any avoiding it.


My vocabulary is chock-full of baby talk, and I go to more embarrassing lengths than Carrot Top to make my baby laugh. Every decision is now based on what is best for her, and worst of all, my TiVo is filled up with Dora the Explorer.


I’ve been through it and come out the other side. Let me be your guide. Because, yes, I am a changed person. I care about things like ingredients in cleaning supplies and the dangers of Styrofoam. I know the safety ratings of every brand of car seat, and I spend an inordinate amount of time in sweatpants. But don’t write me off yet; I still like to raise hell—just not after eleven p.m.





Love at First Sight


Do you believe in love at first sight? I didn’t even fall in love with my husband right off the bat, and believe me, he would be very popular in prison. Yet on our first date I thought he was a little too skinny, WASPy, and young. And now six years later we have a house, a child, and absolutely no closet space, and I love him more than I could have imagined. I think this is the more normal experience. But somehow the media, well-meaning people, and every Sandra Bullock movie ever made have drilled into our heads that this mythical ideal of instant love is better. And this is no truer than when it comes to mother-baby love.


When you’re pregnant, people constantly assure you that you will feel this incredible, overwhelming love for your baby, like nothing you’ve ever known before (clearly most of them have never done ecstasy), the very second your sweet little bundle is placed into your waiting arms. They say that whether you are scared and ill prepared or excited and impatient to be a parent, you will experience this deep unfathomably profound bond right away. Let me take a moment to let you in on a little secret: bullshit. It may happen for a few women, and if it does, fantastic. But it is not a sure thing—far from it. Please don’t freak out if your heart doesn’t instantly dissolve into love jelly. There’s nothing wrong with you. What seems less natural to me is the notion of falling in love with this strange creature so fast.


First off, when that little bun is presented to you fresh out of your oven, you don’t even know each other. This is your very first meeting, and it’s fraught with incredibly high expectations. That’s a lot of pressure. It’s like a blind date with a Match.com guy: Up until this point you’ve only had a rough idea of his height and weight, and a very fuzzy picture to work from. Plus, let’s face it, you aren’t exactly at your best. You’ve been in labor, and you are probably under the influence of more drugs than Robert Downey Jr.—which could account for the women who do feel that instant attachment: They’re high.


Yes, there are women who report feeling madly in love with their babies the second they lay eyes on them. These women are either very lucky or lying or needy, and I don’t trust them. They’re the same women who keep a minute-by-minute pregnancy scrapbook, bank cord blood, and name their babies after celebrities. Or maybe they are otherwise normal, but are awash with hormones and narcotics. In any case I have a sneaking suspicion a lot of them will go on to be homeschoolers. But, that said, good for them. I hope their babies don’t develop colic. And I mean that sincerely.


The majority of women I’ve talked to have said that the bonding thing takes time. You have to get to know each other. Go slowly. It certainly doesn’t help that before introductions have even been officially made, your baby is already sucking on your breast. Yes, not two minutes into your relationship the little guy’s trying to get to second base! Babies are very forward with their needs. Actually, it’s kind of refreshing when you think about it. No games.


If you don’t fall instantly, madly in love with your baby, don’t worry about it. In fact, it might actually be healthier. That way when you do start to feel so strongly attached that your heart might burst, you know it’s the real deal.


Personally, I was fully expecting to take one look at my baby and feel the kind of blinding maternal love that you see only in Lifetime movies starring Meredith Baxter. I attribute this either to watching too much cable television or to a study I read on BabyCenter.com that said when you give birth, a chemical, called oxytocin, pumps through your body. (This chemical is not to be confused with OxyContin—but take a moment to think about how great that would be.) This hormone is supposedly so strong it would bring out the mothering instinct in Martha Stewart.


The study goes on to say that as you care for your baby, your body also produces a compound called dopamine. This is a chemical that triggers the reward center of your brain, as heroin or cocaine does. When this chemical is released, it causes you to become “addicted” to your baby. So apparently women who have eight or nine babies are merely chasing the dragon. Ladies, I have a bad feeling there’s nothing quite like the initial high. According to the very same study, though, this hormone can be severely dampened by anxiety, fear, postpartum depression, and the thought of your once snug vagina turning into a three-car garage. I guess this bonding thing isn’t guaranteed.


When my daughter was handed to me after my C-section, I mostly remember feeling completely overwhelmed. There was relief to have her out of me, fear of actually being this little creature’s mother, anxiety of everything that lay ahead, and, oh yeah, I couldn’t feel my fucking legs. So, I did cry. Luckily for me I think those tears easily passed for tears of joy.


But this was definitely not love at first sight. I liked my baby right away. I thought she was cute and all, that little nose, oooh and those tiny little hands. But she didn’t look even remotely familiar. I needed to get to know her better. Yes, I understood that something momentous had transpired, but I also was in shock and scared about how much my life was about to change.


I couldn’t tell you the exact moment I fell hard for my daughter. She simply grew on me every day, and by six months I was definitely her bitch. Some might actually consider me an early bird. I’ve heard stories from good moms, who, after a few bottles of wine (or as I call it, “therapy”), told me they didn’t feel completely bonded until their baby was walking and talking. A couple of these moms admitted that they felt secretly guilty about not intensely bonding right off the bat, because they thought somehow their baby would be able to sense their subtle lack of enthusiasm. Please. As long as you are taking great care of your baby and all of their inestimable needs, they are going to feel loved. Trust me, babies have no idea that while you are sweetly singing them to sleep, you are dying to check your e-mail. No, they’re as oblivious as that guy who liked you way too much in high school. Any response on your part will seem hugely encouraging.


Meanwhile, as you’re dealing with your little baby day in and day out, ever so slowly the anxiety will wear off. Before you know it, you will start to really enjoy your baby. You’ll learn what makes her laugh (fart jokes) and what makes her cry (everything). You will find you have things in common, like your nose and your love of dangly earrings, and you have things that set you apart, like your baby’s deeply held esteem for Raffi. Within days or perhaps months you will find yourself having pangs of love for your child, pangs that make your heart feel like it’s in a vise. Yes, at some point you will feel swept up in love. It does happen to every mom, but for some it may take a little longer. Hey, I didn’t love Seinfeld the first season, and now I TiVo the reruns.


Even if you don’t have that instant, all encompassing, magical feeling, it doesn’t mean that you don’t love your baby. Give yourself a break. But, again, you must trust me on this. Before you know it, you will not even want to imagine what your life was like before this tiny person entered it. Even the toughest cynic will become one of those boring people who say that the best day of their life was the day their baby was born. Or else they’ll claim that the best day was when they heard A Flock of Seagulls was mulling over a comeback tour, but the baby day was definitely way up there!







Some Conditions That Can Affect Bonding


Baby’s health


Mother’s health


Your OB’s breath


Uncertainty of father’s identity


Postpartum blues


Difficult labor


Missing your prom


Difficult delivery


Colic


Premature baby


Whether or not the baby was planned


Lack of good sitcoms on NBC’s fall lineup








Lactose Intolerance


Hi, I’m Stefanie and I’m a bottle-feeder.


If I hear “breast is better” one more time, I swear I’m going to strangle myself with a forty-five-dollar nursing bra. When it comes to your decision on whether or not to breast-feed your baby, way too many people have a strong opinion about what goes on behind your blouse. Some women have even taken to the streets, calling themselves “lactivists,” to get every woman on the breast-feeding train and to fight for the rights of breast-feeding women. This can be very irritating, to say the least. Whether you breast-feed or not, you need to be prepared to encounter the Tit Terrorists.


And just know that you will be under surveillance before you’ve even given birth.


I had no idea when I got knocked up that anyone and everyone would feel the need to weigh in on the tit topic, even in inappropriate places. I’ve never been one for making a new best friend in the ladies’ room, so I was a bit put off when a woman I’d not so much as passed toilet paper to under the stall noticed my obviously pregnant belly and asked me point-blank whether I planned to breast-feed. Not knowing at the time that this was a political hot button, I figured she was simply making unwanted conversation. I innocently answered, “I don’t know.”


She pounced. “You don’t know? What do you mean you don’t know? You absolutely have to breast-feed. It’s the best thing for your child! If you don’t do it, you are robbing your precious baby of the most natural thing in the world.” It’s like, why bother asking—as if there is an option? You’re instantly branded as friend or foe.


She continued lecturing me that not breast-feeding compromises your baby’s immune system, causes frequent ear infections, practically ensures obesity, and so on . . . and on and on. Finally I had to interrupt. “Hang on. I didn’t mean I don’t know if I’m going to breast-feed. I meant, I don’t know if I’m keeping the baby.” As you probably guessed, that’s quite the conversation stopper.


If you want to breast-feed, I think that’s heroic. There are, obviously, plenty of great reasons to do it. Word in the ladies’ room is that it’s the healthiest thing for your baby. A big reason in my book was the healthy part, and that it seemed to be more convenient and a lot less expensive than bottle-feeding. Hell, if I’d known I was going to be a breast-feeding failure, I would’ve registered for a few tons of Enfamil at my baby shower. So I say give the breast-feeding a try. I want you to succeed. Really.


I also want you to know before going into it what the Breast Brigade probably failed to mention. And that is this: For some women—most women—it hurts. Not a little bit: It hurts like a rhesus monkey biting your nipples, only with more screeching—and not coming from the baby. Personally I’m not what you’d call a bondage “enthusiast.” I mean, sure I enjoy the occasional nipple clamp, but I’m not a paying member of any bondage club. But if you are going to breast-feed, take a lesson from these experienced folk: You and your baby should work out a “safe” word to deal with this kind of self-imposed pain.


I wanted to breast-feed. But as with everything else, I’d eschewed taking any of the offered breast-feeding classes while I was still pregnant. How hard could it be, right? Wasn’t it supposed to be the most natural thing in the world? I tried it in the hospital as soon as I was in my own room, and then every couple of hours afterward, but my baby didn’t seem to be taking to it at all. I was getting more and more frustrated, so the nurses sent in the big guns: lactation specialists. Having had that C-section the day before, I wasn’t really in the mood for more pain or visitors, but I tried to be open to both. A warning—most lactation consultants have all the charm of a paper cut.


The first woman they sent in had the nonthreatening name of Cindy and the nonthreatening stature of Webster, but in showing me how to get the “proper latch,” she manhandled my breasts until I was in tears. Well, more tears than I’d been in before she came in. Another one showed me the football hold, which required a minimum of twelve pillows and the purchase of a Craftmatic Adjustable Bed. A third woman was named Binky, so I had to disregard what she said, based on her name alone.


Another issue for me was that I was rooming-in at the hospital. This is when the hospital saves money by keeping the baby in the room with the parents the whole time and never in the nursery, where, if you ask me, the baby belongs for at least the first year. To get the baby to stop crying during the night my husband and I desperately made use of all the formula provided to us in the hospital room.


It seems the nurses are on an agenda different from the lactation crew’s. For the sake of quiet on the ward the nurses push formula on stricken new parents without mentioning that once a newborn gets a tug of the sweet corporate-brewed formula, most won’t want it any other way. Sort of like a Grey Goose rep outside an AA meeting. We also made use of the emergency call button on a number of occasions, and it turns out that “emergency” to maternity ward nurses really means “Maybe I’ll pop on by after I finish my sandwich. Or . . . maybe I won’t.” But that’s another topic.


Three days later and armed with too much information, I was sent home before my milk had officially come in. Unfortunately, when I got home, I realized that my baby had the dreaded “nipple confusion.” Nipple confusion is when your baby gets a bottle and realizes, “Hey, this is so much easier than trying to suck milk out of a breast that the next time a breast so much as brushes past me, I will scream and scream until either I get a part in Wes Craven’s next movie or someone gives me a bottle.” It’s extremely painful to see your baby refuse your breast, and the only way to combat it seems to be to feed your baby with a dropper until he or she will take the breast again. Taking this approach will leave your baby full and satisfied in slightly under twenty-one hours.


I hired a postpartum doula for my first two weeks home from the hospital. (A doula is a woman hired for an ungodly sum of money to help out during the birth and/or after.) I recommend doing this especially if the new grandparents plan to make themselves scarce until the baby’s fortieth birthday. My doula’s name was Ofelia, and calling her a breast-feeding fanatic would truly be an understatement. She had raised three boys, all of whom she had breast-fed until they went off to college. And then I’m sure she kept pumping for a while, to be on the safe side. She fully intended to keep me breast-feeding, or to kill all of us trying.


I know that I was hormonal—that was part of it—but I spent the precious first few days home from the hospital with my brand-new baby crying and crying in frustration and pain. Trying to help me, Ofelia called a previous client who she swore had had a tough time with breast-feeding as well, and put me on the phone with her for moral support. You know when you’re talking to a friend on the phone, and they suddenly put their cousin on and say, “Here, talk to Ramona for a minute. She had crabs twice as bad as yours,” and you’re both dealing with weird silence, but trying to force a little lame small talk? That was me, only shirtless and sobbing on my end. I’m sure this woman was as uncomfortable as I was. She mumbled something supportive, like “Keep doing it or else you are a terrible mom and your baby will wither away.”


I did keep trying—until my Vicodin ran out. Then all hell broke loose. I cannot believe a loving God intended for us to breast-feed our babies sober. I started to lie to my doula when she came over. I’d say, “Oh, hey, Ofelia! What a coincidence, I just wrapped up a big breast-feeding session! I probably won’t need to do it again for a couple of days.” Then I’d try once while she was still there, and then wait impatiently for her to leave so I could give my baby a bottle. Not a good use of twenty-four dollars an hour.


My lame attempt at breast-feeding went on for four weeks.


During this crisis I went to see my pediatrician, who asked me how the feeding was going. I burst into tears and told him I was going the breast-feeding route, but having a little bit of trouble.


If you truly want to continue to breast-feed, but are having problems, there is no shortage of help out there for you. Nursing an infant is so complicated that even the most dedicated breast-feeder will probably run into some snafu, like, oh, bloody nipples, which will make them question their sanity. So for the diehards who power on in the face of almost insurmountable pain, I commend you. You don’t need this chapter for help, because I’m sure you’ve been inundated with pro-breast-feeding info since you announced your pregnancy. You can keep reading and laugh at the breast-feeding impaired.


But if you are having trouble breast-feeding and think you may want to stop, you must never call the La Leche League. On their Web site the La Leche League claims that breast-feeding, at its worst, can be mildly uncomfortable. Okay, sure, if you consider Nipples Tartare mildly uncomfortable. Know this: The volunteers at this organization have only one purpose and that is to keep women breast-feeding at all costs. They will try to keep you on the phone even when you’re done talking to them, until you get the creepy, tingly feeling that they’re purposely attempting to keep you on the line, so they can trace the call and dispatch a volunteer to race over and force you to keep trying against your will. Many of these “volunteers” would have you think that not breast-feeding your baby is on par with pulling the plug on Terri Schiavo. If these people could breast-feed other people’s babies, believe me, they would.


If you want to stop, it seems no one will step up and tell you that you are not alone. In fact, few people will talk about it at all. Stopping breast-feeding is like getting out of your Columbia Record and Tape Club membership; there are sinister forces at work that don’t want to let this happen.
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