YOUNG LAWYERS

The New Normal

By VIANCA T. MALICK

hen we think of starting a family,
Wwe often only really think about

the three trimesters of pregnan-
cy. However, there are other parts of the
parenting process. The time after birth
when your baby is adjusting to life on
the outside, known as the “fourth tri-
mester,” and the time when new moth-
ers return to work, known as the “fifth
trimester.”!

The ‘fifth trimester’? It's the time
when new mothers, just months after
delivery, are going back to work but
often before they feel emotionally and
physically ready to return . . . . [It’s]
the first few months back at work,
whether women return after a week
or after six months of leave, wheth-
er they work in blue collar or white
collar professions, whether they have
paid leave, or are like the majority of
Americans who work at companies
that don’t offer any paid leave.?

My husband and I welcomed our first
child back in July. As I neared the end
of my maternity leave, I had mixed feel-
ings. Part of me was excited. Our daugh-
ter would be starting daycare, so her
care and development would no longer
be mainly my responsibility. I was ready
to put my brain to work, “lawyer” again,
and return to a former sense of self.

Another part of me felt guilty. Before
having our daughter, I had certain ex-
pectations of what my maternity leave
would look like. I knew it would be
difficult. I expected to not get much
sleep and for things like showers and
hot meals to be a luxury. What I did not
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expect was a baby that refused to nap,
even as a newborn, or the added job of
having to exclusively pump, which ate
up multiple hours a day between the
physical pumping, storing of the milk,
cleaning of all the parts, etc. I felt like
I needed a vacation after my maternity
leave, but felt guilty that I was looking
forward to the break daycare would
give my husband and me.

Despite my mixed feelings, I felt ready. A
large part of that was due to the fact that
I had six months of maternity leave and,
while unpaid, we were able to maneuver
our finances to cover my missing income
for that length of time. Over the last two
years many of my friends had welcomed
their first children and many of them did
not have the luxury we had of having
more than a few months of maternity
leave. Many had to put their little ones
in daycare around three months old. As
I saw our six month old daughter start, I
could not imagine her starting any ear-
lier. At three months, your child is still
not very independent, only just received
their first round of vaccinations, and is

likely going through a sleep regression.
Not to mention—they are so little! How-
ever, placing a child in daycare as young
as six weeks old is a reality for many par-
ents in the United States.

The United States is the only industri-
alized nation with no national paid ma-
ternity leave.* The federal Family and
Medical Leave Act allows parents to
take up to twelve (12) week of unpaid
leave upon the birth of a child.* Howev-
er, the national average takes only about
ten (10) weeks® with approximately one
in fourteen workers who qualify for-
going their leave entirely because they
cannot afford to take unpaid leave.®
“Nearly half of workers (46 percent) are
not even guaranteed unpaid, job-pro-
tected leave through the Family and
Medical Leave Act.”” “This federal pol-
icy failure leaves more than 100 million
people—80 percent of U.S. workers—
without paid time off after the birth or
adoption of a child.”®

Regardless of the length of your mater-
nity leave, the “fifth trimester” will be a
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challenge. However, there are plenty of
resources out there to help ease the tran-
sition. Below is some advice I have found
useful as I entered my fifth trimester.

1. Take your time. “Resist taking
your emotional temperature during
your first few weeks back on the job.
Returning to work after parental
leave is a process.” It will take time
to establish a new “normal” and re-
gain your balance with the added
duties of being both an attorney and
a parent.

2. Embrace your career. Returning
to work can provide fulfilment be-
yond motherhood." Enjoy the time

to yourself returning to work may
provide. Personally, I liked getting
out of the house in nice clothes again
and drinking a hot cup of coffee.

3. Seek support from others." Wheth-
er it is childcare support from family

and friends to give you a break or
seeking advice from other parents at
work. There is no shame in seeking
help.

4. Be flexible with yourself and your
expectations. Understand adjust-
ments will need to be made along
the way as you figure out your new
“normal.”” W
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