Birth Story of Jack Isaac Strickley

Born January 21, 2010

My husband Bill and I welcomed our first child, William Henry “Hank” Strickley, into the world on September 8, 2008.  It was a fairly uneventful pregnancy (the only issues were anemia and edema) and we saw my OB of 12 years.  The edema caused my blood pressure to rise slightly (130/80) in the final weeks and Hank was on track to be a big baby, although weight was not discussed until the end (I gained 50 pounds!).  Two weeks before my due date, my OB wanted to schedule a C-section because of my blood pressure but I indicated I would like to go into labor on my own.  A week before my due date, I was “allowed” to do a trial of labor, where I was given pitocin for 12 hours and only dilated to 3 cm.  Because of my “failure to progress”, a C-section was performed 2 days later (still 4 days before my due date).  It was not until the months that would follow that I would come to understand that there were many alternatives to the birth described above.  I had put my faith and trust in my doctor, not understanding that although she had done what she was trained to do, she had not listened to or asked for my wishes regarding the birth of my first child and I hadn’t know enough to challenge the way things turned out.

Amanda is our neighbor and an amazing, wonderful friend.  She threw us our only baby shower and invited the whole block, where we met all our neighbors.  She has listened to me chatter incessantly about my little ones, fielded thousands of new mommy questions, and been a shoulder to cry on about all the ups and downs of parenthood.  I honestly don’t think I would have made it through the first year without her.  She was there when Hank came home from the hospital the day of hurricane Ike, when it was so hot (no power or A/C) and the hormones were raging, when my milk came in and I was engorged because it was taking 45 minutes to get Hank latched on if he would at all, when I was so freaked out that I might have been suffering from PTSD!  She was there, with her battery operated breast pump and a bag of frozen peas, and most importantly words of encouragement – Hank and I would make this work, even if it took a little time.

We found out we were pregnant with Jack only 8 months later!  I immediately began looking for a new OB, not because mine was not a good doctor but because I wanted a different experience this time.  I was referred to an OB who was regarded as “VBAC friendly” and made the switch.  Other than anemia and a borderline high thyroid, this pregnancy was smoother than the first.  Amanda called throughout to check in, with an ear for any little thing I was going through.  She had wonderful diet suggestions and knowledge and advice for every question I could throw at her.  She did an amazing job providing both thoughtful and researched information about everything and also emotional support through all the ups and downs of pregnancy.  Mostly though, she helped me understand all the options that were available to me so I could choose a different experience this time.

I wanted a home birth with a midwife but my previous C-section not much more than a year prior made a home birth too risky and my insurance didn’t have any in-network midwifes in the city of Houston.  With Amanda’s support, I decided to pursue a VBAC with no interventions and no epidural.  Although it seemed like the most natural decision in the world, I can remember going for a walk with Amanda one day and while we were discussing childbirth, the realization of what childbirth without pain medications really meant crossed my mind.  I had never really considered the pain fully and I felt scared for the first time.  There was Amanda again – she told me she knew I could do it and she knew my body could do it, but I probably didn’t know I could do it yet.  I felt so confident after that!

We had 3 ultrasounds during the pregnancy, the last one at 36 weeks.  Jack had been in the 90th percentile for size at all 3.  At that time, my OB informed me that a C-section was likely and it was probably time to discuss scheduling.  When his nurse contacted me the next week to schedule, I told her I didn’t want to schedule anything at that time.  She said we could wait.  At about 2 weeks before my due date, my OB took the liberty of scheduling it for me, 1 week prior to my due date.  I advised that I would like to wait at least until my due date, which he agreed to do.  I can’t begin to describe how upset I was however, that anyone would schedule major surgery on my behalf without first having my consent!  I called Amanda in tears and again, she was the calming voice of reason.  She reassured me that this was an opportunity for us to help my OB grow as a doctor.

The weeks before my due date were marked by impatience (waiting for labor to begin) and frustration (fighting with my OB to avoid another C-section).  Anyone who has been that pregnant understands how miserable the wait is!  I had contractions off and on, some of them pretty strong and organized, but no signs of real labor.  I was so anxious to meet my sweet baby boy!

Finally, the Monday before my Sunday due date, I began to lose my mucous plug.  I literally did a dance in celebration!  Even better news at my Tuesday OB appointment – I was 80% effaced and he advised that he expected to see me at the hospital before my scheduled C-section (I scheduled knowing full well I would ask for another week if we got close to my due date – it was scheduled for the following Monday, one day after my due date).  I was elated!  I had been having strong, organized contractions for a few days but they would always end suddenly so this was great news!

Wednesday night, the contractions started again around 9pm but this time, they didn’t stop.  They were about 12 minutes apart or so and kept getting stronger and stronger.  I called Amanda, who advised me to eat a good meal, take a warm bath and try to get some sleep.  Then, around midnight, my contractions suddenly went from 12 minutes apart to 6 minutes apart – the show was about to begin!  I got comfortable and tried to rest.  The pain was pretty intense a few times and I must admit, I panicked a little but I called Amanda and she explained that I would feel not only contractions but potentially sharp pains as Jack started to work his way into my pelvis.  I was calmed by her reassuring explanation and continued to relax and breathe through the contractions.

Somewhere between 1 and 2am, the realization set in that we were really in labor this time so my husband called his mother to come get Hank.  I continued to relax but at about 4am, I started to panic a little again.  Amanda met me at the front door a few minutes later (how lucky I was that she lived right next door!) and we walked up and down the street, stopping at 5 minute intervals or so for me to bend over and breath through the contractions.  We talked as we walked, taking my mind off the intensity of each contraction.  Once we got back to our house, she asked if I would like to sit so we went inside and I sat in the rocking chair and rocked to relax.  As each contraction hit, she did the most amazing thing.  She massaged my legs and talked to me softly about letting each contraction do the work it was meant to do and visualizing each wave pushing Jack down as nature intended.  It freaked me out a little the first few times (() but as time went on, it was truly amazing what focusing on her voice and using those visualizations did for my labor.  It was getting more and more painful and uncomfortable by that point but the sound of her voice, the visualizations and the rocking were amazing – I actually began to relax and even put effort into those contractions.  I truly believe I would not have been able to do that had she not been there guiding me – I think I would have panicked, rushed to hospital and demanded an epidural!

At about 5am, I asked when we should go to the hospital and Amanda said whenever I felt we should go.  So we woke up the hubby – he had been getting some much needed rest during all this, which is another reason Amanda’s support was invaluable in my experience – and piled in our respective cars.  I was scared to be in my own car without Amanda there talking me through those waves but we made it to the hospital somewhere around 6am.

I really knew what Amanda had helped do when the nurse examined me – I was 10cm dilated, fully effaced and according to her, Jack was in my pelvis!  I was truly amazed!  I will never forget how proud I felt at having accomplished that without pain medications and medical intervention!  Of all the memories of Jack’s birth, that moment is my favorite!  Unfortunately, things kind of went downhill from there.  Once the OB arrived, he said Jack was nowhere near my pelvis and that we needed to stop trying for a vaginal birth and proceed to a C-section.  I was so angry!  In hindsight, I think Jack probably was in my pelvis but may have retreated because I wasn’t actively moving around and my position in the bed was not conducive to getting him down.  Amanda quickly lobbied for 30 more minutes to try to move him down and around (he was facing my back) but the OB advised we would probably not be successful and he didn’t want to wait any longer.  I didn’t feel I had much choice at that point so I agreed to move on with a C-section, although my contractions seemed to change a little bit at that point – they became more intense and there were really no breaks between them, only lulls in intensity.

I am still angry about Jack’s actual birth at this point, several months later.  The C-section was horrible – trying to get into position for a spinal block while contracting is not easy and the anesthesiologist was cold and argumentative.  When she rubbed alcohol on my belly and my face to see if the block had taken effect, I advised that they felt the same and I could still feel it on my belly.  She actually argued with me – I must not know what I was talking about because the block was in place and should have taken effect.  They proceeded with the C-section anyway and when Jack was taken from my belly, I think the spinal block flat fell out because I could feel everything they were doing.  At that point, I was given Versed, without my knowledge or consent, and I faded away into oblivion not knowing what was going on and quite frankly if I was dying!  Thankfully, I awoke about 30 minutes later in recovery and it was not but maybe 30 more minutes to an hour before I was finally back in my room, holding my wonderful HUGE baby boy (he weighed 10 pounds, 12 ounces!).

I am all the more convinced that we need more people like Amanda in our world.  The parts of my birth experience that were wonderful were because she was involved in it and having yet another negative experience with the medical community makes me all the more adamant that we must have people like Amanda to educate us and advocate for us.  I am thankful for my wonderful, healthy son and have made my peace with the experience as a whole but I am once again left with a feeling of mistrust and disappointment for doctors and hospitals.  I will probably never get to experience the joy of a vaginal birth because of my first doctor and my failure to know I needed to question the decisions she made for me and educate myself outside the mainstream literature and training that is so prevalent in our birthing culture.  I hold myself accountable for not fighting harder, both times, and for being an easy target but I feel better knowing that Amanda is continuing to help many women get what they want in their birthing experience.

