Sophia’s Birth Story by Emily Schulz
When evaluating pregnancy care options, I decided that if I were low-risk, I wanted to have a drug and intervention-free delivery.  I saw several documentaries that highlight physiological benefits to the baby when born vaginally and unmedicated.  I began pregnancy under the care of a traditional obstetrician, but became increasingly disillusioned by her attitudes towards birth.  She said she would not work with a midwife or doula, and didn’t seem flexible or open to further discussion. 
Being first-time parents, my husband and I went through all the prenatal tests suggested to us (Down’s, detailed ultrasounds, etc.) and everything appeared healthy and low-risk.  We researched our options in the Houston area before deciding on a practice that included midwives as well as OB/GYNs.  The midwife care was covered by our insurance to the same degree as obstetric care.  We would give birth in a hospital setting, but with the highest possible degree of flexibility and choice for natural options.  The delivery would be midwife-assisted, unless there were complications.  This seemed like an excellent compromise between traditional care and a more holistic approach.  

During the initial visit with the midwives, they provided a list of recommended doulas.  When I contacted Nadia Stein, I discovered she was moving and suggested I contact Amanda Moore.  Michael and I both instinctively knew we wanted the leadership of a doula, since we were both unsure what to expect.  Our approach was to build a team of people who would encourage us to deliver naturally.  I saw the doula’s role as mainly psychological.  I evaluated the doulas I met based on my comfort level with them.  Amanda and I bonded slowly but strongly, emailing each other with equal vigor about parenting and pregnancy issues and having good talks when we met face to face.  I wanted a doula who was young, energetic, caring and smart.  Amanda is all of these things and more, and I’ve come to see her as sort of an older sister. 

During the labor my team worked together beautifully.  The midwife was responsible for medical decisions and bared the responsibly for paperwork and the delivery procedures.  Amanda focused completely on helping me through the contractions and guiding my husband as a coach.  My husband focused more on practical things (like packing bags, driving the car, getting the delivery room ready) and relaxed more knowing I had constant support.  The delivery was difficult, but not scary or stressful at all.  I knew that everyone there wanted me to have a natural delivery.  
Sophia’s birth story begins the day before I went into labor.  It took me a long time to realize that I was actually in labor and not having practice contractions or pregnancy pains.  I read so many natural childbirth books and expected the labor to come on slowly, the sensations to feel like “rushes” or “waves” instead of the more ominous sounding “contractions.”  The day before Sophia’s birth was a typical Saturday: I went to my prenatal yoga in the morning where I constantly surprised myself by what my body could do when focusing one hundred percent and moving in time with long, slow deliberate breaths.  I felt balanced, calm and coordinated.  
I had a pregnancy massage scheduled soon after with a fantastic masseuse, doula and teacher, Rowan (http://homepage.mac.com/incantation/index.html,) who asked me if I wanted castor oil in my massage oil mixture.  She said if I were close to labor, it would help speed things up, but if I weren’t, it would do nothing.  Since I was two days from my due date, I told her to go ahead and use castor oil as well as sage during my massage.  It was amazing as always and afterwards I had a date with my husband Michael and doula Amanda Moore at the Museum of Fine Arts for a little indoor, air-conditioned exercise.  Amanda told me that the walking would really help, so while she and my husband would stop to examine each piece more closely, I kept moving and would walk as if in a slow dance around each room until we were ready to move on.  
By this point I felt happy and alert, and when we got home I was still energized.  I remember having a lot of the “nerve pains” where the top of my leg would go numb for a second, as if the baby were stepping on a nerve and then releasing as just quickly.  I thought how active she was, and how maybe I should start a project for when I go into labor, so I started making a mobile out of construction paper and stayed up until 10:30 or 11:00 assembling this colorful mobile from paper and glue.  I didn’t notice any contractions or rushes, but thought I should get some sleep and begin again tomorrow.  
I slept well, until I woke up at 3:30 Sunday morning in the midst of a sharp pain at the base of my uterus.  The sensation subsided but quickly came back again.  I lay in bed in slight disbelief of how painful these sensations were; it felt as if someone were squeezing the cervix like wringing out a rag, and then the feeling would disappear completely for about 5-6 minutes.  I waited to see if a pattern would form, and finally awoke my husband around 5:00 or 5:30, telling him that I needed to take a walk, to move around and see what, if anything, would change.  He and I walked around the sidewalk before the sun came up.  Everything was dark and quiet, but the feelings keep coming and coming, without getting any easier.  When we returned to the house my husband started timing the contractions, and they were already 5 minutes apart, which surprised both of us since they were so painful and already so regular.  We just didn’t expected to be in labor so soon.  
We timed them for another hour or so before we called Amanda and our midwife team to report what was going happening.  The midwife on call (Titi) advised me to take a warm bath; she said if the feelings became more intense, we should get ready to go to the hospital, but if they became irregular, then the labor was probably false.  During the warm bath they came even more quickly, 2-3 minutes apart.  Amanda came over after the bath, and by that time the contractions were very sharp and regular.  My husband was preoccupied getting the bags together for the hospital while Amanda labored with me.  She suggested taking another walk, and we would squat during each contraction.  It felt unbearable, but she was totally present with me encouraging me that this was normal and I could handle it.  I felt like I wasn’t alone anymore, and the fear I’d had about not knowing what was happening to me went away.  
We used my birthing ball when we returned from the walk; my head and arms were on my bed while I rotated my hips on the ball and Amanda stroked my hair, rubbed my back and used the breathing exercises we practiced together.  Michael got the bags and supplies ready to go; and I was grateful that we weren’t alone, since there were so many practical things that needed attention before we could leave.  In the car I remember having one hand on the neck rest in front of me and the other on the bar of the car seat to my right.  Amanda sat to my left and during the ride to the hospital I kept my eyes shut the entire time; I was beginning to turn inward and didn’t want any distraction from traffic or wondering when we would get there.  I simply focused on every sensation in my body, on breathing, on the pain, still sharp and located at the base of my uterus.  This did not change during the entire labor.  There was no “wrapping” or “rushing” sensation.  

I was very focused by the time we reached the hospital.  I was having contractions as we exited the car, got a wheelchair and found labor and delivery.  I tried not to pay attention to the outside world during this time, just to breathe and relax.  I remember vividly the sensation of the cool hospital air rushing over me; I started shaking.  I was shivering when they admitted me to labor and delivery, where they took my weight, and then wheeled me into the large and comfortable-looking delivery room.  
We labored there for a short time before the midwife Titi appeared and I climbed onto the bed for her to check my cervix.  I was very curious to know how far along I really was, after all this pain and labor.  She was quiet during the check, but then looked at us and said plainly, “You are already dilated 8 cm, and 95% effaced, but the baby is still only -1.”  “We have some work to do to encourage the baby to drop lower, but once she does, I think things will go very quickly.”  Since we requested a room with a bathtub, we decided to take a warm bath; the feeling of the warm water was so relaxing and as I squatted in it, I remember thinking “Okay, Baby Sophia, we are in the hospital now, this is where you are going to be born; everyone is here and waiting for you; it’s okay now, you can come down now, come down, Sophia…” 
I focused on relaxing the muscles around my bottom during each contraction, although the pain was persistently sharp and my instinct was to tighten against the pain.  I squatted in the water for some time, and then got out of the bath and onto the birthing ball, as we’d done at home, rolling, rocking and breathing during each contraction.  Eventually I wanted to climb onto the bed, and Titi checked me again.  She had been sitting in the room, doing paper work, watching us and waiting until I was ready on the bed.  She said the baby’s head was lower, just inside the bag of waters, so she nicked the bag with her finger and I felt a huge “rushing” as the amniotic fluid shot out of me!  I heard it splash on the floor, and it must have covered Titi because she left to change her scrubs.  Amanda and my husband Michael were impressed by this!  
When Titi returned she checked again and said I was ready to push, and something inside me said “finally!” even thought I knew from the books I’d read that it’s better to wait for the urge.  Amanda and I developed a detailed birth plan to avoid unnecessary intervention.  I wanted the best possible shot at a drug-free delivery.  My instinct was to trust Titi.  Amanda asked me if I was sure I wanted to push, and I said yes, so we got into the position Titi recommended: on my back with my legs up and bent, like a bug.  I grabbed the backs of my thighs and put my head to my chest as I pushed.  She told me to wait for a contraction before pushing.  By this time the contractions had spaced out considerably and I felt the much-needed “resting time” that marks transitional labor.  
Finally I felt ready and started pushing; Titi urged me to push longer and harder than I ever thought I could.  It took several tries before I was pushing effectively; I could feel pressure now between the bones of my pelvis and much of the “sharpness” had gone away.  I felt more comfortable during this stage than during the active labor!  I tried to push as if going to the bathroom; and I knew I was defecating; but it was quickly wiped away.  Soon I could feel pressure at the base of my pelvis, and the sensation of the bones slowly parting.  I would push three times, then fall back to rest and let my body adjust to the baby’s new position.  Titi reached in and felt the baby’s head beginning to crown; she put her fingers on my perineum and said, “Emily, this is where you need to relax for the baby to come out.  Right here.” as she massaged the muscle, I consciously let go more as I pushed, and started to feel the burning as Sophia’s head crowned.  
Amanda and Michael became so excited, and everyone was urging me on.  Titi asked Michael if he wanted to catch the baby, and she told him to wash his hands, and I thought, “This is it!”  So I bared down harder and the burning increased.  Titi warned me to take shallow pants when she gave the cue.  I pushed so hard I thought I was going to split in two or burst at the seams!  It was the hardest thing I’d ever experienced, but soon enough I heard Titi say, “Okay, now pant…” and I knew her head was crowning.  Titi poured a warm oil all over the area, and used her fingers to help open me farther.  I felt Sophia’s head pass completely, and as they urged me to keep pushing, I felt the rest of her body slither out quickly.  Michael had her in his arms, lifted her onto my chest, and then we were together, the three of us!  
Soon they clamped the cord and I watched Michael cut it as Sophia looked up at me with beautiful eyes and a surprised expression that must have mirrored my own.  Titi asked me to push again, and with a couple of tries the placenta came out, and I felt so relieved.  I was exhausted, weary, but also alert and aware of this new life I’d created, moving and gurgling on my chest.  I offered her my nipple but she was still looking around and wiggling.  It was 20 minutes or so before she wanted to nurse.  
We stayed in the room for about an hour before we were ready to move upstairs.  The hospital staff was kind and efficient.  We wanted a delivery free from intervention or drugs, and we had achieved that goal already.  After the delivery we tried to have all tests done in the room with us.  We got some strange looks at our special requests, but the staff at St. Luke’s was cooperative.  Sophia did have to leave the room the next day to be weighed and checked in the nursery, but Michael went with her and held her hands.  
My experience after the delivery was easy at first, but the night after delivery my cramps were painful, although brief.  The bleeding was heavy at first but slowed each day afterwards, and the cramps eased a well after about two days.  Overall, the hospital experience was better than we expected, but Michael and I both want to have the next baby (if any) in a home or birth center.  It was helpful as a first-time mother to have the peace of mind that being in a hospital brings, but there are considerable inconveniences in the end.  I am grateful to my entire birth team for believing that I could deliver Sophia naturally; it’s truly the most amazing thing I’ve ever done.  
