
THE BIRTH!
Richard Harvey considers his experience of family while he awaits the arrival of his third baby

"Birth may be a matter of a moment. But it is a unique one." 

- Frederick Leboyer
As I sit down to write I have just returned from the local general hospital where my family and I went for my wife to have a scan in the ultrasound room of the ante-natal dept. in the GP Unit. This was my wife's first scan of her fourth pregnancy. When I look back on how life has changed over the last few years I realise that it is hardly recognisable anymore. All the advice, all the snide, knowing comments from harassed friends like "Wait until you have children!", surface information gleaned from the odd book or magazine - all this and more could have in no way prepared me for the devastation and transformation of fatherhood.

Why no-one could tell me I don't know, except that even now I find it mysteriously difficult to communicate the cost to my energy, my intellect and general sense of wellbeing incurred by three or four years of interrupted sleep, the same length of time of interrupted mealtimes, two children with colic (a general catch-all term for the medical profession's ignorance?), one frozen shoulder and an arthritic wrist from long periods of baby-carrying, plus the occasional periods of wondering who that woman is in the kitchen, and finding out it is my wife, with whom I haven't spent any time in living memory. 

I used to stay up and work. I used to go out in the evenings. I used to stay up and read. I used to think I had all the time in the world, which is how it looks to me now. I used to be able to finish things. When you get to that stage in looking after babies where it is mid-morning and you realise you haven't had time for a pee and you're dying for one, then you view time in a quite different perspective. 

Of course I could say I'm off - to work, to the pub, to whatever - and leave them all to it, like the previous generation of "unenlightened" fathers (did they really all do that?) and like, I suspect, an awful lot, if not the vast majority, of male parents today. But the fact is that I would miss the family and I want to be with them. I don't want to miss out on their development, on any of these special times. I feel that very strongly and I am determined to hang onto the means to make that possible. 

Our first baby was a son. I couldn't quite believe it and still can't sometimes. But back then I remember looking at him and thinking, "I've got a child," with a mix of wonder, awe and disbelief. "What has he got to do with me?," I would wonder - and I'm still wondering. When he was about three-to-four months old I seem to have started to believe it and feel somewhat like a father. Strange the feeling of distance and how long it took my consciousness to catch up. He had been born into water at home in what was, as close as possible, our idea of ideal surroundings - gentle music, shaded light, log-fire, good friends, helpers and midwives, no urgency and in an atmosphere of support and love. Following a magical period of five-or-six days when we all just lay around the house together he developed so-called colic symptoms and for the next twelve-to-fourteen months all hell broke loose as I and my wife tried to stay on top of the screaming day-and-night and his throwing his little body about while we desperately tried to hold onto and protect him.

Our GP appeared one afternoon when we got particularly worried and told us he suspected an obstruction caused by an umbilical hernia and would book him into the local general hospital for tests as a matter of urgency! My wife and I tore around the house assembling a holdall of things for the afternoon, we had our four-year old daughter (she is my step-daughter) looked after by friends and neighbours and bundled into the car for an anxious journey, during which we didn't really know whether to feel relief that a cause for our son's extreme and acute symptoms may now have been identified, or horror at the possibility of his little body having to undergo an operation so early in life.

After twenty-four hours of tests we checked out of the hospital in spite of the hospital staff exhorting us to stay another night. We had been expected to stay overnight the first day although we had not been told and had therefore packed and taken little with us. When you are single or even a couple on their own this kind of thing can probably be overcome but with kids it is a disaster really, isn't it? I had driven all the way back to our house to pick up the necessary equipment. The ward sister reassured my wife with the words, "We feed our breast-feeding mothers here!" and on being informed she was a vegetarian she was presented with a stale cheese sandwich - really! Anyway, on top of all this nothing was forthcoming from the tests, and no evidence of an umbilical hernia causing any kind of obstruction had been found. Both my wife and our son were becoming quite worn down in the hospital environment so the whole thing seemed worse than pointless.

This experience has now become one of many filed away in my memory of events stimulating great anxiety and all resulting in little or nothing, concerning our children. I can't think of all that many similar memories before being a parent, although the "cancerous" growth in my armpit when I was a hypochondriacal seventeen and thinking I might die from exposure when I was hitch-hiking out in a massive downpour on country roads miles from any village in Wales spring to mind. However it feels completely different around my children. Perhaps it is because I would willingly die for them, really without hesitation, and I am not sure that I can remember having that feeling before.

When our second child - a daughter - was born eighteen months after our first I felt so physically and emotionally exhausted that I largely relinquished care of her for quite some time. I thought it a matter of self-preservation. I argued inside myself that I was old! Quite likely too old and may be unlikely to survive beyond another decade if I tried to give her the same level of care and attention I had given our son. I felt I somehow owed it to the family to look after myself. (Interesting how little you can justify doing simply for yourself when you become a parent). When our little daughter developed colicky symptoms as well we were grief-stricken. We didn't know whether to consider it an accident of statistics or karmic atonement, but in any case we had had our hands full - and now they were even fuller.

Our son was now over colic and teething and he had developed a fretful, anxious, restless nature while remaining completely adorable! He and I became bonded still further as my wife and our newborn daughter settled into the now familiar routine of broken sleep patterns, unexplainable screaming and taut writhing while my wife held and tried desperately to comfort and contain her. I would lie in bed hearing all this and relive the endless months gone by while guiltily resting my aching wrists and shoulders safe in the knowledge that if I stirred our son, a light and unpredictable sleeper, may wake.

Parenting has stretched me beyond anything I would have thought I was capable. Emotionally, physically, mentally. It has left me raw, opened me up and taught me the meaning of relentlessness. It has fulfilled in me an expectation of love of such a quality I don't think that I could have experienced it any other way. I have met in it a quality of pain, joy, anxiety and peace that I had never experienced before. It has presented me with the most precious gifts of my life while forcing me to face the greatest challenges. What can you give in return for such a present! Yet even that is inherent in the gift - parenting demands you put in everything... and then some more.

That slow, shadowy, wriggling little body on the screen in the ultra sound room is the baby we will carry in our arms in only a matter of a few more months. What will he be like? What new experiences and challenges and joys are in store for us? We spend time toying with prospective names - crazy ones and serious ones - and drawing up a short list. This ritual seems to have been special and unique each time my wife became pregnant. 

We seem to be inspired to new things during pregnancy too. Just when you would think there was enough to do and enough to think about, some plan or other hatches inside us and then another... and another... I don't know if everyone else has this but those forty weeks have, for me, always sent a great avalanche of new ideas down on me - ideas for which I have more enthusiasm than time.

As the birth time approaches all our attention narrows down to a single focus - the emergence of this new life. Less and less we talk of other things. More and more the plans are refined and contingencies allowed for. My wife's anxieties (and mine) are discussed and our opening up about them to each other somehow enables us to set them to one side. That glorious day finally arrives, which will be inscribed upon our memories for as long as we are sensible and each event and small detail attaches itself to us with anecdotal vividness. It happens tens of thousands of times each minute around the world, in essential details it is virtually identical and yet each event is entirely unique. The birth!
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