You Never get a Second Chance
I awoke to the discomfort of that twisting in your intestines that signals you’ve got gas.  I waddled out to the washroom across the hall, mostly still asleep and sat down on the toilet.  As I sat, I reflected that I shouldn’t have ate that lasagna the night before.  Eating Italian when you’re eight and a half months pregnant and your stomach is squashed up into your lungs isn’t a good idea.  

The pain subsided and I padded back to the hide-a-bed in my parent’s basement, content that the gas was momentary and that I would be able to resume my sleep.  But as I lay down, I felt the twisting again, though it went away after a moment.  I relaxed and hoped for sleep.  But only a few minutes later it happened again.

And then it dawned on me that it was entirely possible that the twisting feeling in my belly did not originate in my intestines, but from elsewhere.  As quickly as possible when feeling like a beached whale, I rolled out of bed and wandered into the rec room where the eerie green fluorescent of the VCR clock would tell me the time.  It was a couple of minutes past two, and I sat down on the couch, surrounded by the South American trinkets and souvenirs on the shelf that lined the entire room. 

That shelf was a necessary structural feature.  I clearly remember first my father’s frustration at discovering the walls of the unfinished basement in our newly purchased house had been poured crooked, and then my pride when he figured out how to compensate for the three degree slope up the wall.  The shelf was the solution.  The first three feet of the interior wall was built a foot out from the top of the wall.  With the bottom covered in tongue & groove cedar topped by a mantle, it was a unique, and what I thought, ingenious, solution to an integral problem in the house.
My nocturnal contemplation of my father’s carpentry genius was interrupted by another pain.  My first thought was: Crap!  It is regular.  

Only about 6 minutes had passed since I had wandered into the room.  

And then I panicked.  They’re not supposed to start this close together are they?  I’m supposed to head to the hospital around 5 minutes – this is only one minute longer.  Shouldn’t labour pains be much farther apart when they start?  What’s wrong?

I held out the hope that it was just really regular gas pain.  

But no, there came another pain, another six minutes later.  I felt scared.  This wasn’t supposed to be happening.  I’m not due for another three weeks at least.  That’s why I’d taken this vacation back to my hometown – so I could visit friends and be back home in time for the baby to be born.  I was supposed to leave later that morning.  It was to be the last trip I would take without children for a long time.  You know, my last chance at freedom.

But if I’m in labour, this is a problem.  I’m not ready for this.  My husband isn’t here, and neither is my doctor.  I started to feel that constriction in your chest that makes it feel like it’s hard to breathe.  What was I going to do?

I decided the only thing to do was get help.  So I dragged myself upstairs and knocked on my parents’ door.  They didn’t hear.  I knocked again, a little louder.  A sleepy voice, I’m not even sure which one of them it was, said “What is it?” 

“Um. I think I’m in labour” 

The groan that came through the door made me cringe and clearly identified which parent it was who had responded to my knock.  My mother was not at all impressed with the latest news.  I don’t think I had ever heard her sound so disappointed and frustrated at the same time.
The conversation continued through the intervening door: “Don’t worry, it takes a long time with the first one.  You won’t need to go to the hospital for a long time.”

“But the contractions are only six minutes apart.”

The pause while my mother contemplated this piece of news was almost audible.  “Well…you’ve still got lots of time.”  The voice sounded less like it was reassuring me and more like it was trying to convince itself that it’s author could just go back to sleep.

Another contraction and my own groan, a milder echo of the one that came from the bedroom a moment before, started things happening.  Muffled sounds of my parents getting out of bed and finding robes to put on could be heard.  We all retreated to the living room where I continued to experience what could not be mistaken for gas any longer.  These pains were getting stronger and harder, and I found it hard to imagine that only a half hour before I had thought they were only gas.  There was no mistaking now that this baby was coming.

Upstairs, with more than just the VCR clock, it also became clear that the time was already shortening, and although my mother still insisted that we had plenty of time, at what I’m sure was a panicked look on my face, my father argued that going to the hospital might be a good idea, especially since they wouldn’t be expecting me.  I quickly seconded the motion and after dressing, sat outside on the back deck while my parents dressed and doubtless discussed the inconvenience their oldest daughter had become in these early morning hours.

The night was gorgeous with a clear sky that showed off the brilliance of the stars.  Although early summer, the night was still cool and my maternity sweater was pulled taut over what I thought was a huge belly.  
This certainly wasn’t going as I had expected, though I had little energy left for contemplating my disappointment in the way things were turning out.  I was amazed and a little scared at how intense the pain was.  If this is how it is now, how much worse will it get? I kept thinking.
The drive to the hospital was tense, with me trying to suppress panic and pain at the same time, and my parents resenting and worrying in the front seat.  At one point, a contraction and a series of potholes coordinated their efforts, prompting my dad to ask if he should slow down.  With the little bit of good humour I had left in my body, I told him not to bother, the contractions were going to come whether he drove fast or slow.  I managed a halfhearted laugh, but I didn’t have much energy left for thinking about the comedy of the situation.

Events started to blur as my attention turned from the outer world to the world of pain inside my body.  There were some papers to sign, and some nurse functionary asking me what seemed to be an excessive number of questions about which physician I would like to have attend the birth.  After finding out that my old family physician no longer attended births, I really didn’t care and told her so, yet she seemed very concerned that I provide my assent for the Head of Obstetrics to be called.  At that point, whether I said it or not, all I could think was: I don’t care if you get the janitor, just get someone to catch this baby as it comes out!  

Pain does have a tendency to warp your perceptions.  And your sense of humor.  And patience.

They prepped me, gave me drugs, got me into a room.  My back hurt a lot.  Far more than I thought it should have.  I asked for more drugs, but they said I was too close.  I was wheeled into a green tiled room.  My mother volunteered to come in with me and listen to me complain about how much my back hurt.

And then it felt like I pushed forever.  I pushed, and pushed, and even after I thought I could push no longer, I pushed some more.  I’ve been assured it wasn’t longer than normal, but it certainly seemed like forever.

And then my daughter was born.

I cried.  
They gave her to me and I marveled at this little thing that had come out of me.  
And then they took her away.

I lay on a gurney in a hallway for what seemed like an excessively long time – apparently they didn’t have a room available for me yet – with my legs shaking uncontrollably from my efforts over the last hours of the night, and finally got a room just in time for breakfast.  I had no appetite, but knew it was important to eat, so I did.
I lay in the hospital bed, looking at the calendar on the wall wondering what I was going to name this child.  My husband and I had deliberately not pre-chosen a name because he believed children should not be named until you’ve seen them.  Now that I saw her, she looked like a Sandra to me.  I don’t know why, she just looked like a Sandra.

Maybe Sandra Leanne.

No.  Don’t like Leanne.  Something more exotic. Maybe Jessica.  Yeah.  Sandra Jessica.  I like that.

As I congratulated myself on so decisively (and quickly) naming my new daughter, an orderly entered the room with a blood tray.

He walked over to the bedside, setting down the tray and efficiently pulling out tourniquet, needle, syringe, test tubes and other paraphernalia.  As he turned to me, I looked up.  The eyes I looked into, although no longer the brown that I remembered, were set into a familiar face.  I gasped and told myself that I was tired, I was seeing things.  

But the orderly also seemed to hesitate as he wrapped the pressure strap around my bicep to pump up the vein.  He looked at me and then at the flipchart he was holding.

“Did your name used to be Braun?” he asked.
I knew it wasn’t my imagination.

“Hi, Blair”

The man taking my blood pressure just a short time after emerging from one of the most intense workouts I’ve ever had, with my hair still plastered to my head from the effort, and my belly still looking almost as big as it did before (though jigglier) and my face likely showing signs of both the sleep deprivation and effort of the night, was my ex-boyfriend.  One of the first.  The one who I cried the most over when he left.  The one I really thought I’d had a chance with.  The one who had never told me why he left, he had just left.
We made small talk, I don’t remember what, and he left the room.  All I could think of was how much you want to look fabulous when the ex sees you, so he knows what it was he threw away, and I looked anything but.

Any shred of pride I might have still had after a night spreadeagled in the stirrups of the delivery room evaporated with that encounter.  

But it must’ve also rattled him a bit ‘cause he forgot the pressure strap when he left.

