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NOTE TO THE READER

This book and its contents are not intended as a substitute for personal medical advice. The reader should always seek professional medical advice in all matters relating to health, especially in respect of any symptoms that may require diagnosis or medical attention during pregnancy. While the advice and information in this book is believed to be accurate and true at the time of going to press, neither the author nor the publisher or packager can accept any legal responsibility or liability for any errors or omissions that may be made.



Introduction



In many ways, pregnancy and birth are the perfect preparation for parenting.


[image: ]


Like birth, parenting can be unpredictable; it forces us to move beyond our comfort zone and challenges us to constantly grow. Becoming a parent takes courage. It’s a sometimes scary, often surprising, deeply moving and profoundly rewarding experience, and pregnancy is just the beginning of that journey.

During labour, there often comes a point when the woman is convinced she can’t go on – it’s almost as if she hits a wall, and has absolutely no idea how to continue. What amazes me every time is watching her discover deep within herself a strength she didn’t know she had, and find a way to keep going. This is how childbirth transforms us: it pushes us beyond our known capacities, and teaches us something remarkable about ourselves.

I’ve written this book with this in mind. What you have in your hand is an introduction to the start of your journey, but much of the knowledge you will draw upon along the way is already within you. I will cover the basic biological changes during pregnancy, important nutrition and health recommendations, and many natural remedies for the numerous aches and pains of pregnancy. I’ll equip you with information to help you make decisions about the location of your birth, your healthcare provider and your labour support team, and offer plenty of tips for the postnatal period and newborn care.

But remember that this is just the beginning. Every pregnant woman’s journey is different, and it is my hope that this book helps you to start charting your own personal course and that you find empowerment in every step along the way.

Ali Monaghan



1 Am I really pregnant?



Your period may be a few days late, your breasts may be unusually tender. Perhaps you’ve had a strange feeling which you can’t seem to shake. However you first suspect that you’re pregnant, confirmation of it marks the beginning of a transformative journey.

Signposts to pregnancy

One of the very first signs of pregnancy, and usually the most obvious, is a missed period. If you have irregular cycles or a very busy life, it may take a few weeks before you realize that your period hasn’t arrived. In contrast, if your cycle is like clockwork or you’ve been tracking it very carefully, sometimes being even a single day late is enough to confirm your growing suspicions.
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Three days late. Time to break out the bottle of… sparkling apple juice? #fingerscrossed







Changes in your breasts can also clue you in to the fact that you’re pregnant. These changes are similar to the premenstrual changes which you may normally experience, but are usually a bit stronger and more intense. Your breasts can feel swollen and full, and can sometimes be extra-sensitive and tender to the touch, even painfully so. You may also experience a tingling sensation and the nipples can become hypersensitive – this is when a more supportive bra can really come in handy! Fortunately, the uncomfortable feelings usually resolve by the end of the first trimester, although your breasts will continue to grow and change throughout the pregnancy (read more about this in Chapter 7).

Other early pregnancy signs include fatigue, nausea, vomiting, appetite changes and frequent urination – we’ll focus on these changes and how to cope with them in the next chapter. Eventually, the time will come to confirm your suspicions with hard evidence. This is usually done by breaking out the trusty home pregnancy test, which checks your urine for the presence of a hormone known as human chorionic gonadotropin, or hCG. Remarkably, these small and ubiquitous urine dipsticks can be up to 99 per cent accurate. However, if the test is taken too early, it can give a false negative (it says you’re not pregnant when you are), and there are a few drugs and medicines that can sometimes cause a false positive result (indicating that you are pregnant when you’re not). If you had a negative result but you still don’t have your period, wait a week then test again. Your midwife or doctor may also confirm your pregnancy through a pelvic examination.

Of course, the most definitive confirmation of pregnancy is either an early ultrasound scan that clearly shows a growing embryo with a positive foetal heart beat, or a blood test showing rising serum levels of hCG, which are 99 per cent accurate (in the case of the ultrasound, 100 per cent accurate). However, these tests are usually reserved for women who are experiencing symptoms that warrant further investigation, such as bleeding or spotting, or for women who are undergoing infertility treatments. The majority of pregnancies can be confirmed by a missed period and a positive urine pregnancy test alone.
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The good news

For a lot of women, the positive result on the urine dipstick brings feelings of giddiness, excitement and happy anticipation. Pregnancy may have been something you’ve been looking forward to for years, and now that it has actually happened, it’s thrilling to begin to think about the changes that are on their way. It’s fun to walk around with the secret for a while, knowing that there’s something special going on which you’re carrying with you everywhere you go, invisible to the world but known to you. Many women ride out their pregnancy on rolling waves of peace and contentment.

Or not so great…

However, statistics suggest that around 80 per cent of women feel less than ecstatic about the news. Their feelings might include disappointment, anxiety or unhappiness when they first find out they’re pregnant. Pregnancy marks the beginning of an irreversible and life-changing journey, so it’s very understandable to want to take a step back into a pre-pregnant life. It can also be difficult to talk about these feelings, because the general expectation is to view the pregnancy as a purely joyful or positive event. Acknowledging negative or ambivalent feelings may seem like an admission of failure or inadequacy, and trigger a self-administered guilt trip: ‘If I were a good mother, I’d be happy about this’. The truth is, good mothers aren’t always happy. They’re human.






How far along am I?

Conventional wisdom holds that a pregnancy is nine months long, but the medical profession defines a pregnancy as lasting 40 weeks, or 280 days. This is because they begin the count from the start of your last menstrual period; that’s approximately two weeks before sperm even met egg. And they divide the pregnancy into three trimesters, or three-month periods. You’ll definitely want to keep track, so here are a few tips to help you make sense of the dating:


	Think about your pregnancy in terms of weeks, rather than months. In these terms, 4 weeks is when you miss your period, 20 weeks is halfway through and 40 weeks is your due date.

	Look up your due date on the calendar and note what day of the week it falls on; then, every week, when you hit that same day, you can add another week to your count.

	Babies rarely arrive exactly on their due date. Any point after 37 weeks is considered full term, so plan to have everything prepared at least three weeks before your official due date.









Condensed idea

It takes a while to believe that you really are pregnant



2 A changing body



While your body will soon start to undergo radical changes, hardly any of them are visible at the start of the pregnancy. But you’ll notice some changes, such as the way you’ll feel more tired, less like eating and possibly nauseous. This isn’t great, but it is normal.

Morning sickness

There are women who sail through pregnancy feeling fabulous the entire time, and if you are one of these lucky women, enjoy! For the majority of women, however, the first trimester involves some combination of nausea, vomiting and fatigue. In fact, up to 70 per cent of all women report symptoms of morning sickness. The good news is that for most women it is short-lived, lasting from weeks 5–8 of the pregnancy to around 13–16 weeks. We still don’t fully understand the cause; certainly the higher hormone levels of pregnancy have something to do with it, but other theories have suggested that low blood sugar, slowed digestion, the growing uterus and emotional changes may play a role. You might also be wondering why it’s called morning sickness, as it can happen at any point during the day.
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Nauseous, tired, and is it just me or are my jeans already hard to do up?? #andsoitbegins







Unfortunately, there’s no easy cure, but the box below offers some tried-and-tested suggestions that might help. Experiment with different things, and stick to what works for you. If you do find yourself vomiting, make sure you remain well hydrated; water, sports drinks (most of which include rehydration salts), coconut water or bouillon (a kind of thin broth) can all help replenish lost electrolytes and rehydrate you. Unfortunately, vomiting anywhere from 4 to 8 times in a day can be normal during the first trimester, but if you find yourself vomiting more than eight times in one day or feel like you can’t keep anything down, check with your midwife or doctor and ask them what the next step is.

Natural remedies

Alternative medicine can also come to your aid. Studies have shown that acupressure, especially on the Pericardium 6 (P6) point, can steady the vomiting reflex. If you’re feeling nauseous, try locating the P6 spot: it’s about 3 cm (1 in) up from your wrist, between the two tendons on the inside of your arm; the correct spot will feel strangely painful. Gently massage that point and the nausea should subside. You can purchase wristbands that apply continuous pressure from health food stores and pharmacies. Acupuncture has also been used to treat morning sickness with great success (read more in Chapter 21).
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Finger pressure on the Pericardium 6 (P6) point can help relieve morning sickness.



Vitamin B6 has been found to help with morning sickness. However, the medical profession is still researching the safety of taking large doses of any vitamin during pregnancy, so if you want to try increasing your intake of B6, take a prenatal multivitamin supplement or eat more foods that are rich in the vitamin (such as chicken, tuna, salmon or apricots). If none of these remedies work, ask your doctor’s advice. Anti-nausea medication is always an option, but this is usually reserved as a last resort.






Stomach soothers

Work your way down this list of comfort measures for morning sickness, and go with whatever works best for you.


	Eat small and frequent snacks every 2–3 hours.

	Avoid greasy or fatty foods.

	Avoid anything which doesn’t smell appealing to you or makes you feel queasy.

	Keep some dry crackers beside your bed at night and eat one or two in the morning before getting up.

	Choose foods that are high in protein rather than high in carbohydrate.

	Drink ginger, peppermint or camomile tea.

	Drink a glass of low-acidic juice before going to bed (such as papaya, pear, peach or apricot).









Not hungry?

Unsurprisingly, you may feel like you have little to no appetite in the first trimester, often because everything is making you nauseous. If this happens, try to eat at least something (a piece of fruit, dry toast, a muesli bar or some yogurt) every 2–3 hours, and keep yourself hydrated. Sometimes a smoothie will stay down more easily than actual food. If you find yourself losing a few pounds during the first trimester, this can be normal as well. Most women find their appetites waiting for them again shortly after they enter the second trimester.

Get more sleep!

One of the other common signs of early pregnancy is fatigue – with a capital F. The cause seems obvious – in addition to everything else you’re doing in your busy day, your body is also hard at work creating an entire human being from scratch. You might need several naps throughout the day, a 9 p.m. bedtime, or weekend mornings devoted to sleeping in until your body naturally wakes up on its own. These early weeks of pregnancy are crucial times of development for your baby, so try to prioritize your rest as much as you can.

Even though you’re exhausted, you might also find yourself getting up to go to the bathroom more often. Frequent urination is common at the start and the end of the pregnancy. In the beginning, the growing uterus applies a great deal of pressure to your bladder, giving it very little room in which to expand and making it feel as if you have to pee every hour or so. Thankfully, once the uterus grows out of the pelvis and begins to enter the abdomen, this feeling eases for a few months.

Condensed idea

Morning sickness can be miserable, but it’s usually short-lived



3 Changing relationships



Your mind is probably abuzz with all the changes under way – in your body, your sense of self and your relationships. You may also start to wonder when to share your news. Give yourself time to allow the changes to settle into a new pattern.

Becoming a mum

The idea of becoming a mother takes some getting used to. Thankfully, it doesn’t happen instantly; you have nine months to get used to the idea. During the pregnancy you’ll probably begin to think about your own experiences as a child, and about people who have mothered you in your life (your own mum, certainly, but also people who have been motherly towards you). If these experiences were positive, you may decide to emulate those people and use them as role models; if they were negative, you may make a conscious decision to parent differently. Usually this is a gradual evolution as you begin the transition from the role of care-receiver to care-giver. Your new identity as a mother doesn’t become fully cemented until well after the baby is born, so you’ve got plenty of time to figure it out.
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Time to go public, everyone: the pea is in the pod. I repeat, the pea is in the pod! #sprogged







If you find yourself worrying a lot, remind yourself that it’s all part of the process. Like all rites of passage, you’ll find that as you go through the pregnancy over the course of nine months, you’ll become increasingly ready for your new role. Many women find it helpful to write their thoughts in a journal (see box below). This is also a great time to take up meditation, which has been proven to help lower blood pressure and reduce stress levels. We’ll discuss the actual how-to of meditation in Chapter 11.

Your partner

Sharing the news with a partner may be one of the most intimate moments of your life. Once you have, be aware that your partner will also start questioning his or her own capability as a future parent. Some partners need a while to warm up to the idea, while others are ready to be deeply involved from the start. However your partner takes the news, try to recognize that this is a great change for both of you, and you’ll both need time to adjust to the idea of parenthood.
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This is a great time to work on strengthening your relationship. During pregnancy, roles are more fluid, boundaries are open and identities start shifting, which gives you a unique opportunity to make lasting change in your life. If there are long-term issues that have plagued your relationship, now is a wonderful time to address them. Important life skills such as open communication and learning to fight ‘fairly’ will make the path to parenthood that much easier. It’s also a good idea to try to recognize and discuss your own assumptions about parenting and domestic roles now, as these can turn out to be landmines after the birth.

Old family, new family

While most family members are thrilled at the idea of becoming grandparents, aunts and uncles, your impending motherhood will invariably force your family to see you in a new light. Sometimes it can be hard for parents to take a step back and give their daughter room to grow and develop into the kind of mother she wants to be. At other times you might be hoping for more help and support from your parents than they are able or willing to give. Navigating boundaries with a partner’s family can also be tricky, and is often cited as a source of stress among new parents. Your new roles are rooted in the quality of your current relationships, and pregnancy is a wonderful time to work on improving communication with your family, old and new. Sitting down and talking with your parents and partner’s family about your expectations can be one of the best ways to get your new family off on the right foot.

Sharing the news

Given how strange and tentative the first few weeks of pregnancy can sometimes feel, you might be wondering when it’s a good time to tell others about it. In fact, there is no right time – it’s entirely up to you. Some couples choose to tell their close friends and families immediately, to share the excitement and effectively activate their support network. Others, often those who have struggled to become pregnant, feel more comfortable waiting until they have passed certain milestones – such as the end of the first trimester, when the chance of miscarriage decreases.

Occasionally tensions can arise when sharing the news. If for some reason your secret is not greeted with jubilation, try to recognize that there may be other issues at play which have nothing to do with you – your best friend may be worried that she’s going to lose you once you’re a mother; another friend may have been trying to get pregnant without success. It’s important to hold on to your own sense of happiness but also to accept that others may react differently. Try to give them the time and space they need to adjust to your news. Good friends almost always come around.






Your pregnancy journal

No one need ever see what you write, so this can be a safe and effective method for expressing and releasing your worries. It also doubles as a fabulous way to chronicle the many changes that occur during the pregnancy.

You might want to try a journal-writing technique known as ‘sentence stemming’ which can help you realize your innermost thoughts and feelings about a topic. At the top of the page, write one of the sentence stems listed below, and then quickly write 7–10 endings to the sentence. Write whatever comes to mind, and don’t censor or judge what you’re writing. Often the most important insights come after you’ve already written down several answers and are reaching for another. Be open to whatever comes up for you, and don’t be surprised if these initial thoughts change – pregnancy is a time of huge transition.


	When I first learned about my pregnancy, I felt…

	A child in our life will… to my relationship with my life partner.

	At this time, having a child will…

	The gifts I want to give my child are…

	What I can do now to nurture and love my child is…









Condensed idea

Pregnancy will raise emotional issues in you, your partner and those around you



4 A baby in the making



In the first trimester, your baby grows from two cells to a foetus approximately the size of an apricot. Not bad for 12 weeks of work! During this incredible time, your baby is developing all of her parts and organs, and setting the stage for her future growth and maturation.

One plus one is one

Prior to fertilization, your body goes through its monthly dance of preparation: your uterine lining thickens and ripens, a tiny ovum is prepared, and friendly cervical secretions grease the path for any intrepid sperm which might happen along, just as they do every month. Only this time, instead of getting your period, you conceive! Sperm meets egg; a microscopic, brand new bundle of cells journeys down your fallopian tube and snuggles into the thick and velvety lining of your uterus, and voilà – you’re pregnant!

Amazingly, out of the millions of sperm available after ejaculation, only a single sperm is actually able to penetrate through the outer layers of the egg and cause fertilization. Once the sperm has entered the egg, the 23 chromosomes (small packages of DNA, or genetically coded material) from your partner join with the 23 chromosomes you have provided, and in that very instant, a brand new entity is made, with 46 chromosomes that will act to pass on all sorts of hereditary traits. This unique genetic blueprint is used by your body to create an entirely unique individual.

The gender of your future baby is also determined in this moment, based on whether the winning sperm contained a Y sex chromosome (boy) or an X sex chromosome (girl).

From zero to 12 weeks

In the first 24 hours after fertilization, the newly formed two-celled organism takes a well-deserved break. This pattern will occur again and again during the pregnancy (and in your baby after birth). Periods of intense growth and development are followed by periods of rest and integration. After its short nap, the fertilized egg goes through a remarkable growth spurt, dividing into 64 cells by day three and nearly 500 cells by day five. Implantation occurs around day eight, and the fertilized egg begins to secrete the pregnancy hormone hCG, which helps maintain the thick lining of the uterus and prevents uterine shedding (a.k.a. your period). Around this time you might also notice some light spotting, which is normal and sometimes mistaken for a period. Even though you’re officially pregnant, you won’t miss your period for about another week (the fourth week of the pregnancy – remember, we’re counting weeks from when your last period began, not from the moment of conception).

During the next few weeks, a lot happens all at once. The fertilized egg develops into two distinct parts: one part will go on to become the embryo, while the other begins to form the placenta, which will support and nourish your baby throughout the pregnancy. By the end of week four, the fertilized egg is now officially an embryo (and the size of a grain of rice), and it begins to develop into three layers. The innermost layer, called the endoderm, will form your baby’s digestive tract, liver, pancreas and bladder; the middle layer, known as the mesoderm, will form your baby’s skeleton, muscle layer, connective tissue, genitalia, spleen and heart; the outer layer, called the ectoderm, will eventually turn into your baby’s skin, nails, hair, mammary glands, teeth and ears. That’s a whole lot of baby crammed into three tiny layers!






Will my baby be okay?

You’re not the first woman in history to stare in disbelief at the positive pregnancy test, then fearfully think back to the night of overindulgence you had two weeks ago at your friend’s birthday party, which took place before you even realized you were pregnant!

Thankfully, Mother Nature has some developmental tricks up her sleeve to protect growing foetuses before mums become aware of their existence. For one thing, alcohol, drugs and other teratogens (substances that can cause birth defects or abnormalities) have their greatest effect during organ development, and this doesn’t begin in a foetus until week five. Prior to that, teratogens may cause a miscarriage, but not a malformed baby. We’ll discuss this topic in more detail in Chapter 6, but for now, try to breathe a sigh of relief: most women are healthy, and the vast majority of foetuses form without problems or anomalies.









A new heartbeat

By the sixth week of the pregnancy, a primitive heart begins to beat, and a small, rudimentary circulatory system begins to form, complete with blood vessels and blood cells. The backbone also
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