When I reflect on what seemed at the time to be longest labor in the history of womankind, I have to laugh at my own initial reluctance to share with other women who were either planning to get pregnant or for whom the miracle of birth was already imminent.  I had thought that the story of a 44 hour protracted labor would frighten away some women from choosing the opportunity to have their babies at home.  I realize now that all of our stories serve to empower other women to make the decision that is most fulfilling for them and their families, providing them with a range of experiences to consider and reflect upon, and eventually come to a decision about how they envision their pregnancy and birth.

I was a latecomer to the homebirth world.  For as long as I can remember, my notions about childbirth revolved around the natural, normal, and miraculous aspects of the experience.  Despite this perspective, I had initially opted for the ‘traditional’ American way of receiving prenatal care from an Ob/Gyn and birthing in a hospital, but with assistance of a labor and birth doula.  I had stated from the beginning of my pregnancy that I would give birth at home if I were able to choose independently, but my husband was concerned that it was our first birth and that we wouldn’t know what to expect.  After my husband, Jeff, and I began learning more about the options available to us, however, we began looking at the birth center alternative.  Unfortunately, most of the birth centers in the area had closed in recent years, leaving only two that were in relatively close proximity to our home; one had a long wait list, and the other just did not seem like a good fit.  Therefore, we explored the possibility of having a midwife attend our hospital birth, and finally switched to a midwifery practice that delivered at Shady Grove Hospital when I was 30 weeks pregnant.  There was a world of difference between the view that the midwives subscribed to about pregnancy and birth.  I felt that I was treated as a whole person who was fully capable and empowered to bring a life into this world.  

At 34 weeks, however, I had a preeclampsia ‘scare’ that sent me to the hospital for testing.  After numerous tests and continuous monitoring of my blood pressure and the baby, it was determined that I was not preeclamptic, but rather simply had slightly elevated blood pressure during pregnancy, which was exacerbated by medical situations.  After that incident, I began to question whether or not I would feel fully empowered in the hospital environment.  I therefore began to look into the option of homebirth.  After taking childbirth classes and reading mountains of books, both Jeff and I had finally come to understand that there was little that we had to have experienced previously; we were educated, and as a woman, my body intuitively knew how to move through the birth process. Having had three midwife-attended homebirths herself, Carrie, my doula, was supportive and encouraging throughout the decision-making process.  In addition, the more I talked to people about the possibility of a homebirth, the more I realized what a strong degree of support existed for this option.

At 38 weeks, I decided to have Joey attend my birth.  From the first prenatal visit, I was thrilled by the level of care, consideration, and professionalism that Joey maintained.  She was funny, good-natured, and, in my mind, knew what she was doing better than any allopathic Ob/Gyn I had ever visited.  I was encouraged by her ease with labor and birth and allowing my body to progress naturally and as long as necessary.

Forty weeks came and went without a sign that labor was beginning.  For personal reasons, Jeff and I wanted our baby to be delivered before the 42-week mark, but knew that we could not do anything to influence my body and our baby if they weren’t ready.  We tried chiropractic body work, acupuncture, evening primrose oil, walking, and other forms of natural induction.  The experience brought us closer as we humbly accepted our inability to control the process that was unfolding.  

At 41 weeks and one day, very early on a Tuesday morning, I woke up with what seemed to be minor but real contractions.  They were unmistakably different from the Braxton-hicks that I had experienced throughout the latter part of the pregnancy.  I contacted both Carrie and Joey, and began moving through what would prove to be a long few days, with extensive prodromal/latent labor.  That morning, I visited my chiropractor for a last-minute adjustment to try and make additional space in the pelvic area for the baby to descend.  At that time, I was experiencing strong contractions that were 15 minutes apart.  By the afternoon, nothing had changed, so I decided to go to the acupuncturist to see if we could help things move along.  Contractions remained at 15 minutes apart and relatively strong throughout the afternoon and into the evening.  Joey encouraged me to sleep when possible so that I could conserve my energy for when it would really be needed.  Unfortunately, I could not sleep laying down because the contractions would radiate strongly from my lower back, so I had to sleep sitting up, with my legs straddling four pillows, upon which my head was resting.  It was not comfortable, but I never expected labor to be easy.  

I first realized that things might take a little longer than hoped when my contractions spaced out to 30-plus minutes and became irregular when I was able to go to sleep.  It was evident at that point that my body had not yet fallen into a rhythm.  Very early on Wednesday morning, I was convinced that the day had finally arrived.  I called Carrie, who promptly came over, and sat with me through contractions for a few hours.. During this time, Jeff and my sister-in-law, Amanda, were dutifully filling the birth tub with warm water.  Around 10am, Jeff went to take a nap in order to conserve his energy, and Carrie and I walked around the neighborhood for the better part of an hour.

When it was clear that my contractions were still irregular, Carrie went home to await another call from me while Jeff and I rested.  That afternoon, my husband and I took another walk.  This time, I had to stop more often to work through contractions, and they were now 10 minutes apart.  Again, however, they stayed where they were, and decreased in frequency and intensity when I slept. By that evening, I was unable to keep food down, although liquids seemed to be fine.

Finally, on Thursday morning, things really kicked in.  The long wait was clearly coming to a close.  Jeff and I tried to take another walk, but this time I was having intense contractions every few steps.  We only made it to the end of the street before I was practically begging to turn around and head back to the house.  Carrie came over mid-afternoon as I labored throughout the house.  I had what turned out to be “laboring stations” set up in the bedroom and the living room.  At that time, it felt best to labor on all fours or with my forearms propped on the birth ball, the couch, or a chair.  The birth assistant, Laura, arrived late afternoon and worked with Jeff and Amanda to get everything ready for Joey.  By that time, I was deeply into my contractions, experiencing them from a space that seemed removed from the world around me.

When Joey arrived that evening, I reluctantly asked her to check me (I was concerned that I might find out I was only a couple of centimeters dilated!).  To my relief, she said I was almost 7 centimeters, and she soon asked if I wanted to move to the birth tub.

In the tub, my contractions were still strong, but they felt smooth.  I felt like I was literally riding the waves of contractions.  Each would come, and the soft swirling and supportive nature of the warm water would help me relax between them.  Laura, the birth assistant, would use the doppler once each hour to check my baby’s heart rate.  

Eventually, I got rather hot in the tub and decided to get out for a short while.  Joey suggested that I labor on the toilet for a few contractions.  For me, this was the most intense part of the labor.  Because of my scoliosis, I had been experiencing tremendous back labor, even though my baby was not posterior.  Laura, who is also a massage therapist, would deeply work the muscles of my lower back to try and relieve some of the strong sensations.  Finally, I decided to move back to the birth tub.  I remember thinking that all I wanted was the water.  

As I moved through transition, I can’t recall contractions getting closer or stronger.  I know Jeff must have been exhausted after being up for so long, waiting with me, and now he was sitting in the birth tub behind me, having to press strongly into my lower back with each contractions to try and alleviate the tremendous pressure.  When I felt like my body was ready to begin pushing, Joey said that I could.  I remember that at one point, she asked me if I could feel the baby’s head descending.  As a first-time mom, I confusedly said that I didn’t even know what that felt like.  When she told me how I could physically check if my baby’s head was in the birth canal, I tried to find it, and when I felt the smooth surface of her head, I almost burst into tears.  I knew that, very soon, I would be holding my daughter.  With each contraction, I vocalized even more deeply, moving into a trance-like state as I envisioned my daughter in my husband’s and my arms.

Finally, I felt my daughter’s head crowning.  I couldn’t stop pushing.  The warmth of the water relieved some of the “ring of fire” sensation, but it was definitely still very present!  I remember Joey calling out the parts of her head as they appeared, and then telling me to give light pushes to work her shoulders out.  My mind didn’t really know what that meant, but my body definitely did.  Suddenly, I felt our daughter emerge fully into this world.  Although I could not see because my back was still turned to Jeff, both he and Carrie told me that she literally swam into his arms.  When I turned around, she was there.  After 42 weeks and 4 days, Ava Elizabeth Gilley was finally with us.

Because my body had been laboring for so long, I had extensive bleeding following the birth of the placenta.  Joey and Laura were masterful in their attention to the issue.  Joey massaged my uterus, while Laura gave me a shot of a drug to assist with blood clotting and Ava began to breastfeed.  When she determined an IV was necessary, Joey hooked me up to an IV with fluids and pitocin to get my uterus to contract more.  It was all entirely surreal: my bedroom had literally been turned into a hospital delivery room, with all that was necessary to manage the minor complication that had ensued.  Joey and Laura’s quick decision-making and expertise had clearly averted the very real potential of needing transport to the hospital to deal with the bleeding.

As I move through the entire pregnancy and birth experience again by writing these words, I am in awe of my own body and strength.  I am also extremely grateful for having such an amazing and supportive husband and a birth team that not only supported my desires for Ava’s birth, but actively encouraged me to stick with them.  And as I look down at my daughter, I once again feel tears in my eyes.  Even today, the immense love that I feel for her is at times overwhelming.  And when I think about it, I can’t remember a time when Jeff and I didn’t have her in our life.




