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Because baby, you're worth it
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Luxurious hotel spa breaks for parents-to-be are all the rage in
the States. Sarah Barrell and her bump head to Arizona

alm Springs is one of those great |

American anomalies: an improbable

desert settlement wedged between

the folds of inhospitable mountains.

It's as if someone came out here with

a mind to build another Las Vegas,

took a hot soak in the area’s eponymous thermal
waters and thought, “Bugger it, who needs neon?”
The place is a testament to nothing, a celebra-

tion of still, somewhere to come to be far from any- |

where. Between the 19305 and 19605 this-desert
town in back-country California became home to
Hollywood on holiday, with stars such as Elvis, Sina-
tra and Sammy Davis Jr taking part-time resi-
dence. But somehow Palm Springs remained

determinedly low rise, defiantly low-key - an anti- |
Vegas. Even its little airport, beneath the incon- |

gruously snow-capped peaks of the San Jacinto
Mountains, looks like a small luxury resort with
barely a signpost to hail its entrance.

Perfect for an indulgent spa holiday - the ulti-
mate place to come to do nothing, in style. And that,

as first-time spa visitors, is what we were after. This |

was new territory for the other half and I, accus-
tomed as we were to holidays where frantic sight-
seeing and socialising takes precedence over sleep
and any relaxing. Add to this the new experience
of travelling with extra baggage - namely six
months of baby brewing in my belly - and we need-
ed all the help we could get to wind down.

Cue the “babymoon”, the latest fad to hit Amer- |
ica's spa circuit. This rather comical phrase was |
coined by a Brit, author and childbirth educator |

Sheila Kitzinger, to describe the first few days of
a parent and baby's life together. But the travel
industry in the US has taken the idea and run to
the spas with it. Now expectant parents are
tourism’s newest niche market with hotels offer-
ing relaxing last-hurrah breaks for parents-to-be;
a sort of pamper yourself before Pampers.

The idea is fast catching on in Europe, but we

decided to head to the source for our experience |

and pulling up outside the Parker hotel in Palm
Springs, it looked as if we'd made the right choice.
If it hadn't been for the navigation system in our
car announcing, with a sunny American accent,
“you have arrived at your destination”, we wouldn't

| have known we had arrived anywhere. Tall white
walls covered in the richest coral pink bougainvil-
lea concealed an elegant driveway and, we as-
sumed, the hotel. Rounding the entrance, we were
greeted by a teeming water fountain, which

| seemed obscenely hoxurious after a two-hour drive
through desert. A battalion of staff appeared,

| dressed in white cotton slacks and pink jumpers
that matched the bougainvillea.

“Ah, the babymooners,” exclaimed Bobby, one
of the battalion manning the door, as our car was
whisked away by a valet and our names and bags

| taken. “Welcome to you all!” he said, generously
extending the hospitality to my bump without a hint
| of insincerity. What was in store was something
of a mystery. Our weekend's itinerary had been tai-
lor-made by hotel management after we'd an-
swered questions on our favourite movies, music,
books and leisure activities. The results had gone
towards creating a weekend dedicated to pam-
| pering our needs, both as a couple and as indi-
viduals. First was something rather unexpected:
amassage lesson for “dad”, with me as guinea pig.
| Our masseuse, Andy, a youthful grandmother with
an earthy Californian straightforwardness, was the
ideal candidate to direct what could have been an
| uncomfortable threesome. With loooong, soothing
vowels she explained to my sheepish dressing-
gown-clad husband how to alleviate pain in my
lower back, shoulders and legs: the parts of the
| body that come under most gestational strain.
|  Twenty minutes later I suspected these skills
| would never be put to practical use but it felt good
| to have an objective outsider explain how hard
| pregnancy is on women physically and emotion-
| ally. I relaxed into a smug stupor, only mildly per-
turbed by the odd sensation of two pairs of hands
pummelling me from the outside while the baby
did the same inside. For the last 10 minutes we
swapped, so that Andy could ease hubbie's lin-
gering backache. “Wow, like most men this stress
is really bottled up,” she said as she ploughed her
elbows around his spine. “Pregnancy can be a qui-
etly angst-ridden time for dads-to-be.” Rather than
feeling miffed that attention had been diverted from
the VIPP (very important pregnant person), I was
struck by the urge to weep as my helpless hushand
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Bliss: a treatment room at Parker Palm Springs; waiter service;
pregnant pause; the grounds (helow) Nikolas Koenig; Alamy




