Ansel’s Birth / Our Journey
Just before 35 weeks (Thursday February 24) I went in for a check-up and had trace amounts of protein in my urine and high blood pressure. The midwives were concerned about preeclampsia and sent me to Labor & Delivery for further tests. My husband Adam was in Alabama for work and I was terrified that they would induce that day! But thankfully fetal monitoring showed that the baby was fine. I called my sister Cara and she came and sat with me in triage for the whole day while I was being monitored. They sent me home from the hospital but I had to collect all my urine for 24 hours and bring it back in a jug. They ordered me to stop working for the remainder of the pregnancy because of the Pregnancy-Induced Hypertension. The next week I went back for another appointment and the same thing happened. At least this time Adam was with me in L&D. Again, they sent me home but wanted my 24 hour urine collection. At that point (36 weeks) the midwives transferred my prenatal care to Dr. Z because they wanted “consistent consultation”, meaning that they wanted the same doctor to be following my case rather than whoever was on call in L&D since I kept ending up there! 
By Saturday March 12 (37 weeks) I was really tired and napped almost all day. Our friend brought a homemade low-sodium curry for us to eat on Sunday. It was delicious but by that night I started feeling what I thought was indigestion. I was surprised because the curry hadn't been particularly spicy. I never had indigestion before so I wasn't sure what it was supposed to feel like. That night I watched the second Star Wars movie on TV while Adam worked on building our custom closet. I was inspired by Yoda saying to Luke "Try not. Do... or do not. There is no try.”  That's what I kept telling myself about not getting pain medication. I had decided to DO it, not to TRY to do it. I didn’t sleep well that night because I was uncomfortable. The next day I had an appointment with Dr. Z so I mentioned the indigestion but he didn't seem concerned. It was the fastest appointment we had ever had! 
Later that day I offered to go to Home Depot with Adam. I typically hate going there but I was desperate to get out of the house. We looked at plants and almost bought some to plant the next weekend. We met Cara for Vietnamese sandwiches for dinner. Adam questioned whether or not I should be eating the jalapeno slices on my sandwich because they would make the indigestion worse. That night the indigestion hurt really terribly. I took a bath and tried to relax. I was thinking that if I couldn't handle indigestion there would be no way I could make it through labor without an epidural! The pain was around the bottom of my bra line and down into my stomach. Adam encouraged me to call the midwives but I refused. We went to bed around 10 PM but I couldn't sleep. I asked Adam to go get some Tums. He went to the drugstore and got back around 11 PM. We joked about how I had never sent him out through the pregnancy to get me pickles and ice cream yet I needed him to go get me some Tums. I took the Tums and was able to sleep for about 45 minutes. Around midnight I woke again and the pain was even worse. I took another bath and went into the guest bedroom. I tried to get comfortable in the other bed and found a position that seemed to be better. I started to think that it might be indigestion and gas, so I took a GasX as well. I laid back down but couldn't find the comfortable position again. I cried a little and Adam found me in bed. He insisted that I call the midwife but I still refused. I said I wanted to wait 30 minutes until the GasX started working and see how I felt. He agreed and we waited another 30 minutes. By this time it was around 3 AM and I was still saying I didn't want to call. But this time he really insisted and I finally called around 4 AM. Theadorah answered and I told her what I was feeling, but said I was pretty sure it was just indigestion. Apparently I sounded very much in pain and she told me that we needed to come to the hospital. I quickly finished packing our bag and Adam took a shower. I was in denial that this was serious and refused to bring the Belly Book that had a spot for baby's footprints. We headed to the hospital around 4:30 AM and I felt a lot better after walking around and being in the car. We arrived around 5 AM and called our doula Amanda from the parking garage. Adam told her the situation and that we would call back to update her later, but that I was insisting it was indigestion (and made him apologize for calling so early!). We checked in with L&D triage and got a bed. They took some blood and urine and we waited for the results. As usual, my blood pressure was sky high (155/100). The other people in triage were bumming us out...there was a couple pregnant with twins who was having a scheduled C-section that morning. The woman was saying she had cigarettes and a bag of Doritos for breakfast that day. Theadorah came back and said that my results showed I had developed HELLP Syndrome and needed to have the baby today. I didn’t know what HELLP Syndrome was but Theadorah explained it was like a cousin of preeclampsia. The pain I had been feeling was not indigestion, but rather liver failure. My blood platelets were also very low. Adam called Amanda to let her know what was happening. While in triage, the nurse started giving me the hard sell on an epidural. She said that my platelets were low (112) and if they dropped below 100 later they wouldn’t be able to give the epidural because of fear I wouldn’t clot. She assured me that I would want it later. I refused and started hating her right away! I was also really upset when she told me that my room didn’t have a tub. Then I got more upset when she said that it wouldn’t matter anyway because I would have an IV and be on continuous fetal monitoring (thus confined to the bed). 
In the room, Theadorah checked my cervix and said I was already 2 cm and 70% effaced. Dr. Z checked and said I was only 50% effaced. Dr. Z’s nurse outlined his plan – they would give me half a dose of Cytotec orally (a cervical ripener). I asked them to wait until Amanda arrived…I felt really uneasy about how things were moving so quickly. I also felt uncomfortable with Dr. Z because I had only met him twice. They insisted there was no time to wait and I took the Cytotec around 7 AM. I also had to get an IV with Magnesium Sulfate to lower my blood pressure and prevent seizures. Theadorah’s shift ended and midwife Mary arrived. Adam called Amanda to get advice on how to handle the situation. She suggested having Mary (rather than Dr. Z) explain what was going on and why it’s necessary. I was able to (tearfully) convey to Mary that I needed her to tell me all this intervention was necessary…if I heard it from her I would be better able to accept it. Dr. Z came in for another cervical check to see if the Cytotec had done anything. He also said he was going to break my water while he was checking. I asked him not to break my water but he said he would if he could. Of course this made me cry more as I saw my hopes for a natural, intervention-free birth fall farther away. He was not able to break it and left. I could tell he was getting frustrated by the fact that I was questioning his plan. This was just before Amanda arrived at 10 AM. Mary had finished up with another birth and was able to spend more time with me. My blood pressure had begun to decrease because of the Magnesium Sulfate. Amanda set up the aromatherapy and I started to relax because of her presence. I was able to sleep a little bit but the nurse kept interrupting and waking me up. My liver numbers and platelets were both getting worse and I could feel the increasing anxiety of all the medical staff. I was 3 cm and 70% but not really feeling the contractions. They decided to give me a second (larger) does of Cytotec and break my water around 1:30 PM. That got things going more intensely! Because of the IV and continuous fetal monitoring I was stuck in the bed (runners pose) and couldn’t try out different labor positions. The only thing that helped when I was in the bed was Amanda applying counter pressure on my back. A couple of times I lied and said I needed to pee and then sat on the toilet for a few contractions…what a relief! But then someone would come in and make me get back in the bed and put the monitor back on. Amanda coached me through low vocalizations which seemed to help get me through each contraction. By around 6 PM I was 6 cm and 90% which was great because my latest blood work was pretty bad news (250 liver/74 platelets). About an hour later I stood up to go to the toilet and nearly fell over with the intense feeling that I needed to push. It was so amazing to have my body completely take over the direction of the labor. During the pushing they asked I wanted to look at him with a mirror but I declined. I thought it would slow down our progress but I did reach down and touch his head which was amazing and really energized me. Our son Ansel Paul was born March 15th at 7:38 PM—quietly! His color was good but he didn’t cry so after a few seconds on my chest they took him to the warmer for observations by a NICU team. It was about 20 minutes before they gave him back but Adam got to hold his hand and take pictures.  But almost immediately after he was in my arms again they decided he had fluid in his lungs and retractions, so the NICU team swept in and it was another hard 30 minutes of looking at him across the room. Meanwhile I delivered the placenta and got my 2nd degree tear stitched up. Finally they decided he was OK and I got to hold him again. The baby nurse wanted to weigh and measure him but I yelled at her to give me my baby! I didn’t care at that moment what he weighed because I just wanted to cuddle him. 
I was still really sick with HELLP and had to stay in L&D for two nights before I moved up to the postpartum floor for a night. But thankfully Ansel could stay in our room the whole time. The three nights at the hospital are really blurry (unlike the labor, which is pretty clear and vivid). I was hallucinating that I was being moved all over the hospital though in reality I never left my room. By Friday I was well enough to go home and Ansel had gotten over his jaundice and could also be discharged. We feel so lucky to have our healthy baby and thankful that birth was a positive experience despite me being so sick. Amanda and the midwives were exactly the right team to support us through this amazing event.

