


The Deadly Itch:

How My Midwives Saved My Babies’ Lives

Intrabepatic cholestasis of pregnancy (ICP) is
a pregnancy-related liver disorder in which
there are abnormalities in the flow of bile.
These abnormalities lead to a build-up of bile
acids in the mother’s blood, resulting in symp-
toms such as severe skin itching. —March of
Dimes definition of Intrabepatic Cholestasis
of Pregnancy

efore I got pregnant, I contemplat-
B ed going to a midwife instead of an

obstetrician. I had never been to a
midwife before, but the thought of one
was appealing. I imagined something more
human than clinical. More cozy than cold.
Something deeper than a typical patient-
doctor relationship. A close friend had
given birth to her first child under the
care of an OB, but used a midwife for her
second baby. Her midwife advocated for
her as a woman, patient and mother in a
way that her OB had not. That sealed the
deal for me. Little did I know how much
this advocacy would mean to me and the
life of my unborn babies.

I turned to trusty Google to find a
midwife in my area. Advanced Wellness
Solutions in Doylestown was at the top of
the search. The second I stepped into their
waiting room, I knew I had found what
I was looking for. There were sofas, wel-
coming chairs and a huge selection of toys.
I'wasn't called until they were ready and
I didn’t have to sit awkwardly in an open
gown on an exam table. Instead, I sat on
another comfy couch while JoAnne Ruth,
CNM, sat across from me in an equally
comfy-looking chair. It felt like we were in
her living room instead of a doctor’s office.

I didn’t meet my husband until my mid-
thirties and so I fell into the category of
advanced maternal age right from my very
first pregnancy. That pregnancy had signs
of problems from the beginning, such as
low HCG levels and the fetus measuring
small for dates. But I was not prepared for
the missed miscarriage that was discovered
on my 37th birthday. My midwives hugged
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me, treated me with a delicate kindness
and helped me understand how common
miscarriage is for a first pregnancy.

My husband’s birthday, a few months
later, delivered much happier news. I was
pregnant again! However, the naivety and
excitement of my first pregnancy was re-
placed by paranoia and fear. I became the
boy who cried wolf, constantly calling my
midwives about something.

In the beginning, I panicked when I
saw my progesterone results and asked
to be put on supplements so I would not
miscarry. At 14 weeks (which happened
to be both Father’s Day and my first wed-
ding anniversary), I started bleeding and 1
called my midwives in a panic. They tried
to calm my fears, but suggested I go to
the ER if that would make me feel bet-
ter, which, in my hyper-sensitive state, it
did. The baby was fine. Weeks later, I read
about incompetent cervices and, suddenly,
thought I had one. I didn’t have an in-
competent cervix, but I did have an ante-
rior placenta so sometimes I couldn’t feel
my baby’s movements. JoAnne offered to
hook me up to her fetal Doppler anytime
I needed reassurance. She was so patient
and understanding,

Once I hit the third trimester, I fi-
nally let out a huge sigh of relief. I joked
with JoAnne about my previous craziness
and said I could finally enjoy the rest of
my pregnancy. I couldn’t have been more
wrong,

Around 30 weeks, I noticed something
odd. My feet became quite itchy. At first
I thought I was having an allergic reac-
tion to my new sheep fur-lined boots. But
then the palms of my hands became itchy
as well. Then my back and my arms. I
didn’t have a rash so I couldn’t figure out
what was going on. I tried lotions, Bena-
dryl, cold showers instead of hot showers.
Nothing helped. I went to my old friend
Google and typed in, “Pregnant. Itchy.
No rash.” The results that appeared scared
me to death.
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Intrahepatic Cholestasis of Pregnancy

My search led me to information about in-
trahepatic cholestasis of pregnancy (ICP).
Symptoms of ICP include itching with-
out a rash (most often on the soles of the
feet and palms of the hands), upper right
quadrant pain, dark urine and light stools,
among other things (Mayo Clinic 2014).
Google also told me that ICP has a high
rate of fetal demise (Reid et al. 1976). 1
became nauscous and my head started
spinning. “One to two out of 1000 preg-
nancies are diagnosed with ICP” (CHOP
2014). My husband saw these odds and
said, “This is so rare. I doubt you have it.”
My gut said otherwise.

I called my midwives. I didn’t want to
sound like the hypochondriac they had
come to know and love, so I simply said,

“I'm really itchy and I don’t have a rash.”
They told me to come in immediately for
blood work.

They drew my blood and sent it out
to test my bile acid levels. With ICP, the
pregnant woman’s liver secretes bile acids
into her bloodstream, leading to a buildup
of bile acids in the baby. These bile ac-
ids are toxic to the baby and can cause
stillbirth.

JoAnne didn't want to worry me. In-
stead of going into scary details, she tried
to keep me calm. Even when the results
came back a week later, confirming my
cholestasis, she was level-headed and com-~
passionate.

In a bizarre twist of fate, she had sev-
eral cases of ICP that year. “Doctor D
calls me the cholestasis expert!” she said
with a reassuring smile.

A confirmed diagnosis of ICP is total
bile acids over 10 (Society for Maternal Fe-
tal Medicine 2014). My levels were 103.9.
JoAnne told me that Ursodiol (URSO) had
worked wonders in her other patients (for
more on URSO, see Rigby etal. 2014). She
put me on it immediately. Not only should
it help with the uncomfortable itching, but
most importantly it would protect the baby.













