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into Joy

By Jen McConnel 

birthing

i
  didn’t deliver my daughter the way I thought 
a priestess would. I had a safe and fairly normal 
pregnancy and stayed active until the very end, 
walking with my husband each day and attending a 

blissful prenatal yoga class most weeks. I read books 
about natural birthing, built a soothing labor playlist, 
and continued my daily meditation practice. I was 
confident in the birthing clinic and midwives we’d 
chosen. I expected to experience birth as a mystical act, 
holding onto my husband’s hands while I chanted and 
birthed my daughter into the light.

It didn’t quite turn out that way. 
I went into labor just around dinner time. I called 

the midwife, discussed my symptoms, and we decided 
that I was probably hours off from delivery. She 
suggested that I try to get some sleep, or, at least take a 
hot bath and rest as much as possible. Finally, around 
three o’clock in the morning, I called again and we 
decided it was time for me to come in.

The midwife checked me over and said I was 
making slow and steady progress. But when the next 
contraction hit, so did a blinding wave of nausea. Even 
though I had experienced debilitating morning sickness 
early in my pregnancy, this was one issue I hadn’t even 
considered in my birthing visions. Trying to keep my 
spirits up, I hurriedly put together my portable birth 
altar, set out the familiar goddess figurine alongside 
a candle and jar from the belly blessing my circle 
sisters had given me, and prepared to create the birth 
experience that I’d hoped for. But it was not to be.
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Despite icy roads, a snow storm and another power 
outage, we finally got back to the birth center for an 
appointment a week later. Within an hour, my daughter 
had a simple procedure to correct her tongue-tie, and 
nursing was no longer torture. Then my mom arrived to 
help, and we finally started to find our rhythm. There 
was only one problem: I couldn’t pick my daughter up.

My back spasmed if I bent over her basinet or 
changing table to lift her, and wearing her in a sling only 
made it worse. I thought this was normal, so it wasn’t 
until my two-week visit with the midwives that I learned 
that I’d suffered an extreme diastasis recti, a separation of 
the abdominal muscle, The only real cure is to re-train 
and strengthen the abdominal muscles. For years, yoga 
has been one of the ways I have tended the temple of my 
body and mind. As I began to heal, I moved cautiously 
into some of my familiar poses. I started propping my 
daughter up in her bouncy chair while I rolled out the 
yoga mat. My favorite part of this daily practice was 
tree pose; that’s always been a pose that resonates with 
me, perhaps because of the heart-opening aspect, or 
perhaps because of the soaring sensation that comes 
from being rooted and, at the same time, growing into 
the sky. “Roots go down,” I told my daughter, planting 

my standing foot and placing my hands 
together at my heart, “and branches go 
up.” The first time I moved into this 
pose postpartum, I felt both grounded 
and light, and, finally like I had begun 
to reclaim the priestess power I gave up 
during my labor.

My baby girl has shattered my 
assumptions, but I’m happy to report 
that, by about six weeks postpartum, 
my back stopped spasming and I 
began to be able to wear my daughter 
comfortably in a carrier. Now she can 
nap while in my arms, and I can return 

to my words, to my work, with her closely nestled close 
to my heart. Our start may have been a bit rocky, but 
now our family’s branches are beginning to spread up 
into a beautiful sky. i

Jen McConnel makes her home in 
the beautiful state of North Carolina. 
When she isn’t writing, she can be 
found on her yoga mat or wandering 
off on another adventure. Once upon a 
time, she was a middle school teacher, 
a librarian, and a bookseller, but those 
are stories for another time. Visit www.
JenMcConnel.com to learn more!

After the first few waves of nausea emptied my 
stomach, I started directing most of my energy on 
riding through that discomfort, rather than focusing on 
my contractions. The two coalesced and became one: 
I felt the sticky, hot nausea only while I was having a 
contraction, which meant as my contractions came more 
closely together, I became more and more nauseated, 
and my periods of ease got shorter and shorter. Even 
though it was a cold night in February, I felt flushed, 
hot, and sticky, and I asked the midwife to turn off the 
heat. My husband propped open the door, switched on 
the ceiling fan, and prepped a bowl of cold compresses 
that he covered my face and neck with each time the 
nausea hit. He labored right there with me, supplying 
strength for both of us as mine ebbed away.

I spent the next few hours in a blur: shivering under 
a blanket between contractions, then scrambling to 
stay cold enough when one hit that the nausea was 
controlled. I couldn’t keep any food or liquids down; I 
ended up getting a intravenous line into my arm, just to 
keep up my hydration, which confined me to bed. By 
the time my daughter arrived after nine hours of labor, I 
was barely coherent. The last thing I remember before I 
fell asleep, exhausted, was the midwife placing my sticky 
warm child on my chest. I awoke, confused 
and starving two hours later.

Thankfully, the nausea had passed 
immediately after I gave birth, and I was 
finally able to eat and drink. It seemed like 
the worst was over. When my husband 
and I brought our infant daughter home 
eight hours after she’d been born, we were 
confident that we would get some sleep 
before facing our next challenge: parenting.

And we did sleep…that first night. I 
thought we had a remarkably “easy” baby, 
but on the second night, the heat went 
out sometime around four in the morning, 
and she and I huddled on the couch under blankets 
while my husband tried to get the pilot light to stay 
lit. For the rest that first week, our baby refused to fall 
(or stay) asleep unless she was in someone’s arms. My 
husband and I tried taking shifts, but the demanding 
nursing schedule meant that I barely caught any sleep in 
between meals. Our daughter was born with tongue-tie 
(ankyloglossia), a condition that restricts the tongue’s 
range of motion. The midwife who delivered her didn’t 
think would be a hindrance to nursing, but within 
the first day, my nipples were bloody. I spent most of 
my waking hours in excruciating pain, or weeping as 
I curled into a tight ball, wanting to nurse her, but 
panicked that I would have to stop.
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