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			Foreword

			My association with Megs and Sandy, Gavin and Robin goes back 20 years. In the early 1990s, I occasionally did freelance fixing for 60 Minutes Australia, a current affairs programme with budgets grand enough to be able to travel far and wide to tell personal stories that transcend borders. When producer Howard Sacre first asked me to track down two South African mothers whose children had been switched at birth in a hospital near Johannesburg, I was initially surprised by the interest in what to me seemed a slightly inconsequential South African story. 

			As a news journalist I was obsessed with the bigger picture: the transition to democracy, Mandela’s charm offensive and South Africa’s return to the world stage. But this assignment turned out to be the start of a relationship with an unusual family unit in which I was the go-between: setting up shoots, organising venues, smoothing ruffled feathers. The boys’ seventh birthday party was filmed at my house.

			Years passed in which I had little contact with the mothers and their sons, instead following their lives in magazine and newspaper articles. When I met up with them again, with a view to writing this book, the boys were young men with nothing in common except two mothers still deeply affected by the actions of a careless nurse in the summer of 1989.

			This is their story; a story that has had lasting consequences for the lives of two families.

			Jessica Pitchford

			Johannesburg, 2016

		

	
		
			Prologue


			In February 1989, two women who didn’t know each other, and in all probability would never have met, gave birth at the Nigel Hospital, in the then Transvaal Province. Megs Clinton-Parker’s son arrived first – at 3.45 pm. 

			Her mother, Joan, jotted down the details of her grandson’s arrival on a pad next to the phone: 

			17/2/89 GAVIN JOHN; 3.3kg; 47cm; head 35cm.

			Megs’ pregnancy had been a shock: having a baby out of wedlock simply wasn’t in the Clinton-Parker family lexicon. Joan (who had been nicknamed ‘Primmy’ at university) was a Pietermaritzburg schoolteacher and Megs’ father Peter was an engineer with the City Council. She had three siblings, sisters Kit and Pat and brother Geoff and they lived in a big old Victorian house in Scottsville.

			Megs managed a photographic studio. She was sociable and confident, but her predicament made things really difficult, as she recalls:

			‘Falling pregnant at age 27 was embarrassing. I should have known better. I felt as if I had let the side down, especially my mum and dad. It was my mum’s job as a senior English teacher of long standing to counsel her pupils against foolish mistakes in life and yet here I was almost defying her by making it look as though she couldn’t even counsel her own daughter.’ 

			Six months later Megs had left her comfort zone and got a temporary job at a photographic studio in Pretoria, staying at a residential hotel. Advanced pregnancy didn’t go well with the summer heat in the capital – and it aggravated her lymphedema, a condition inherited from her mother that caused water retention and swelling.

			‘I stuck it out for two months until it was almost time to have the baby,’ she recalls. ‘It was easier just to get away. My older sister Kit lived in Nigel on the East Rand, she was teaching at a school there. I went to stay with her when it was time …’

			A letter from the Nigel Hospital, dated 19 January 1989, advises Megs to bring ‘one cake toilet soap and two safety pins’ with her, as well as her personal items. But Megs doesn’t remember much about the hospital at all: ‘I probably blanked that out years ago,’ she admits.

			* * *

			The maternity ward’s other occupant on 17 February 1989 was Sandy Dawkins, who went into labour shortly before seven in the morning.

			Twenty-six-year-old Sandy lived in Nigel with her boyfriend Jeff. He was English-speaking, she was Afrikaans. She’d left school before finishing and worked as a bank clerk in the Johannesburg city centre. She was looking forward to having her first child. Jeff, a handyman, already had two children from a previous marriage. 

			Apart from an insatiable craving for pineapple at the start and skyrocketing blood pressure near the end, Sandy’s pregnancy had been uneventful. 

			‘Jeff and I set off for the hospital in pouring rain,’ she remembers. ‘The weather suited the miserable attitude of the nurses, who seemed to find my presence there an inconvenience. They grumbled and mumbled and didn’t make me feel at ease, even though I told them I was a first-time mum. Anyway, they shaved me, gave me painkillers and an enema and later when I couldn’t take it any more, a pethidine injection. When I wanted to go to the loo at about three in the afternoon they told me to hold on as delivery was very close. But the delivery room was occupied, so they took me to a theatre used for applying plaster of Paris.’

			* * *

			In the delivery room, Megs Clinton-Parker held her newborn baby while doctors stitched her.

			‘I was given pethidine during labour,’ she says, ‘but wasn’t offered a local anaesthetic and every time a stitch was inserted, I’d squeeze him to better manage the pain … I was worried I would squeeze the life out of him, so I handed him over to a nurse to be washed. The pethidine made me throw up for the next hour.’

			Later that evening, Megs and her sister visited the nursery. Kit had been present for most of the labour but had slipped out to take care of her own four-month-old son. She’d arrived back at the hospital just in time to see her nephew being born. Now she walked over to the blond child she thought was him. But he was tagged ‘Dawkins’. 

			* * *

			Sandy’s baby was born after an episiotomy and ‘three mighty pushes’. His most prominent feature, observed his mum, watching him being held upside-down, was his black hair. 

			Jeff didn’t get a good look at all. His attention was on Sandy. The doctor had told him to make himself useful and hold a mask over Sandy’s nose. Except the cylinder of laughing gas was empty and she kept swatting him away, saying he was suffocating her. So he didn’t remember anything about the baby at all.

			Sandy got stitched while her newborn boy went to be washed. She recalls a nurse later placing him in her arms and being surprised by his wisps of blond hair. And to hear he’d weighed only 3.04 kilograms.

			‘I found that odd because during my pregnancy I was huge. But I didn’t argue, although I told the nurse I thought he’d had black hair. She said their hair always looked black at birth because of the blood. I held him for a while before they took him away so I could have something to eat: soup, bread, curry and rice, some grapes and a cup of coffee. I tucked in heartily then was almost immediately violently ill.’

			She visited the nursery later that night. There were three babies, all in incubators. She made her way to the child she knew was hers.

			‘I walked over to his incubator, but was told by the nurse that wasn’t him; he was in the corner incubator. I must have looked doubtful because she said if I didn’t believe her I should check the other baby’s tag. It said “Dawkins”.’ 

			Somehow on that summer evening in Nigel, the dark-haired Baby Dawkins had become Baby Clinton-Parker – and a few days later, the two little boys, named Gavin and Robin, went home with the wrong mothers.

		

	
		
			The First Meeting

			Megs had known Dave Lotter since high school. They’d met via Citizen Band radio, which was to communication in the seventies and eighties what mobile phones are to the twenty-first century. 

			Dave came from a dysfunctional family. He and his brother Hyde were afraid of their father. He was abusive towards them and their mother Margaret, who eventually divorced him. She and Megs later struck up a friendship – they shared a birthday and the same first name. 

			Dave loved the stability and warmth of the Clinton-Parker household. Megs, Kit, Pat and Geoff had loads of friends, and pretty girls flooded their double-storey house. Dave in turn kept them entertained, dressing up in drag and high heels on occasion, prancing around Pietermaritzburg.

			‘We always did a lot of laughing when Dave was around,’ the youngest sister, Pat, remembers. ‘He was funny, good-looking – and certainly didn’t have any ego problems.’

			Dave was a player, easily able to charm women, and had a wild side. He smoked weed, he drank and wasn’t shy to get stuck in if there was a fistfight on the go. He’d often spend the morning after the night before in the Clinton-Parkers’ kitchen, with Megs feeding his hangover. Sometimes she even found herself counselling his heart-broken girlfriends at the behest of his mother.

			By the age of 25, Dave was divorced with two sons and working as a saw doctor at a mill in the Weza area, east of Kokstad. Every so often he’d travel to Maritzburg to have a night on the town. One weekend in May 1988 he landed up at the Black Stag, a popular nightspot with live music. Megs was there with a group of friends. Megs and Dave ended up spending the night together. She saw him the following evening, also at the Stag, and felt a bit embarrassed. Her embarrassment turned to incredulity, then outrage, when she saw him disappear with a friend of her sister’s. But that was Dave and how everyone knew him.

			Months after, having moved from Weza to Karkloof, near Howick, Dave began dating one of Megs’ friends. She told him Megs had mysteriously moved to Johannesburg. 

			* * *

			It took Megs four months to muster the courage to tell her parents she was pregnant. 

			She felt she’d let the side down. It would have been easier to tell them she’d been fired. So she clammed up, refusing to say who the father was. With hindsight, she underestimated them: ‘Of course they knew it was Dave because he was so often around,’ she admits now. ‘But here I was, pregnant and single, and Mum insisted on taking me to Welfare to research adoption options, which I had no intention of ever carrying out. I was determined that I would do this on my own.’ 

			She didn’t tell Dave at all. She knew he would find out from his mother, Margaret. ‘Regrettably my insecurities never allowed me to believe that he would want me,’ she says. ‘While I was outgoing and social, I was not sure of myself when it came to relationships. I didn’t want to make him feel trapped, and believed that my parents would never accept him. They liked Dave but didn’t approve of his lifestyle. So I set out to be a single mother.’

			When Gavin was about eight months old, Megs’ father asked her to phone Dave. He’d lent him a CB radio and he wanted it back. Megs procrastinated, but her father asked again, and eventually – reluctantly – she picked up the phone. It had been more than a year since she’d last seen Dave. She’d stayed in Nigel with her sister and baby Gavin for five months before returning to Pietermaritzburg.

			Dave said he’d sold the CB radio. Megs jokingly berated him. Then he said: ‘I need to ask you something. Will you tell me the truth?’

			Megs knew what was coming. 

			‘That child you’ve just had – is it mine?’

			She acknowledged that it was. He said they should talk about it. He was coming into town that week. 

			Dave met Megs at her parents’ house. ‘I decided I should see this child who was meant to be my son,’ Dave says. ‘We went upstairs to talk. Gavin was sleeping in his cot. I found it impossible to absorb that he was mine.’ Megs reiterated that she didn’t expect anything of him. He already had two other children he was meant to be supporting. 

			‘I told him I expected nothing from him. And that was that – he went home.’

			But six months later, she found herself unemployed and struggling to make ends meet. Her funds had dried up and she couldn’t live off her parents forever. She phoned Dave and told him she needed help. He was non-committal then began avoiding her. She could never get hold of him. Her brother Geoff eventually went to see him and told him he needed to support his child, even if only temporarily, until Megs started earning. Dave didn’t budge.

			Next thing Megs heard through the grapevine that Dave had decided he wasn’t the father of her baby. Dave says his mother, who had attended Gavin’s christening, had said to him: ‘That child isn’t a Lotter.’

			Megs was furious. ‘What did they think of me? If the pregnancy itself was embarrassing, it was absolutely nothing compared with the humiliation of being told by one of your friends that the father did not think your child was his. I decided to prove it to him.’

			She approached her family GP, Doctor Watson, and asked him how she could go about proving that Dave was the father. He explained that a simple blood test wouldn’t suffice. It had to follow a legal course, not a medical one. 

			She decided to sue Dave, a decision she didn’t take lightly. ‘You must understand that this was extremely traumatic for me,’ she says. ‘But I wanted him to know I wasn’t some cheap sleaze, nor would I lie to him about something like that.’ 

			Dave thinks he had every right to question the paternity of the child: ‘Megs also had an active social life. She dated other guys too, so I had to be sure the baby was mine.’

			Megs found herself a lawyer. 

			Nowadays, Richard Stretch is the senior partner at Lister & Lister. Back then, he was the company rookie, dealing with routine cases – and this one certainly seemed to fit the bill. Megs said the child could only have been conceived with Dave. 

			Blood tests would decide it.

			* * *

			On 21 November 1990, Richard Stretch received the results of Megs’, Dave’s and Gavin’s blood tests in the post. He couldn’t believe what he was reading. 

			The HLA and PGM1 types of Gavin Clinton-Parker are such that he must have received from his biological mother either factor B5 or B7 in the HLA system, and factor 1A in the PGM1 system. Margaret Clinton-Parker does not possess any of these factors. It is therefore not possible for her to be the biological mother of Gavin.

			Nor was it possible for Dave to be Gavin’s father. 

			The putative father in this case (Dave Lotter) is excluded as the biological father of the child Gavin as he also does not possess either factor B5 or B7, one of which must have been contributed by the child’s biological father.

			Richard Stretch’s immediate thought was that Megs was some kind of con artist. ‘I got a helluva fright,’ he confesses. ‘I thought Megs must be committing fraud to get maintenance … it didn’t occur to me at first that someone could have swapped the babies.’

			He decided to hand the results to his senior partner, Richard Lister, who knew Megs personally, and asked him if he could tell her. He himself just couldn’t. Richard Lister phoned Megs and told her he needed to see her urgently. She knew it had to be about the test results and asked what the problem was.

			He told her Dave wasn’t the father.

			She told him that wasn’t possible.

			‘You need to come and see me,’ he said. ‘It’s complicated.’

			* * *

			Richard Lister paced around his office as he repeated to Megs: ‘He’s not the father.’

			Megs sat staring at him. She knew Richard well. He’d been a regular at the photographic studio where she’d worked, always needing printing done in a hurry for a case or an insurance claim. She and a friend or her sister Pat had looked after his house on occasion when he went on holiday. They’d been house sitting for him in 1988 when Pat had noticed Megs throwing up every morning and realised she was pregnant. 

			Now he was telling her something that made no sense.

			‘What do you mean?’ Megs gasped. ‘It’s impossible.’ 

			‘Well … I got the test’s results back and he’s not the father. But it’s more complicated than that … um …’

			He was holding a sheet of paper in his hand, but seemed unable to articulate what was on it. 

			Megs reached out for it: ‘Let me read it then.’

			He hesitantly handed it over.

			Megs recalls: ‘And that’s how I found out. Boom! It was like I had been stabbed. My hair literally stood on end. I walked out of Lister & Lister and went down the road to the photo shop where a dear friend still worked. I collapsed on the floor at the back of the shop. It was as if I had passed out from shock. Then I cried. I cried for the child I had and the child I didn’t have. I knew without a shadow of a doubt my life had changed forever.’ 

			The swap could only have happened at birth, so Richard Stretch set about trying to find out who else had been in the maternity ward at the Nigel Hospital on 17 February 1989. Staff checked the records. They phoned back to say there’d only been one other mother there whose baby had been born on the same day. They’d be informing Sandy Dawkins that she needed to come in for a blood test.

			* * *

			Sandy was at work when a Sister Mostert called from the hospital.

			She recalls the phone call: ‘The sister asked if I’d had a baby boy on the 17th of February 1989, and to bring him in – come for an interview and blood tests. I asked who was demanding the tests, and why, and she said that all they knew was that a woman by the name of Clinton-Parker was requesting the tests and there might have been a baby swap.’

			Sandy remembered Megs immediately. Except for one other woman, who left with her baby the day after they’d arrived, they’d been the only patients in the maternity ward. They’d shared sandwiches and a flask of coffee Megs’ sister Kit had brought from home. They’d laughed a lot, smoked outside together and fed their babies together.

			‘Megs asked me to keep an eye on Gavin while she ran to the nursery,’ Sandy recalled. ‘I agreed and stood looking at him and wondered about his looks. He had dark hair and so did Megs … then she came back and when the boys went to sleep we left the ward to enjoy a cigarette and chat.’

			A shocked Sandy left work at Standard Bank in the Johannesburg city centre to fetch Robin from day-care. When she’d dropped him off that morning he’d been hers. Now she didn’t know. She’d recently split from Jeff, whom she’d believed to be Robin’s father. She was pregnant with their second child.

			Jeff remembers getting a phone call from Sandy’s supervisor at work, a man he’d been at school with. It was a terrible blow: ‘I literally had a mini-stroke I was so shocked. I had to go straight to the doctor. Doctor Uys, the same doctor who delivered our baby. He called it a “terrestrial stroke” and gave me a prescription for medicine that cost 65 cents! Then I went to see Sandy and Robin – my cute boy with his blue eyes and blonde hair.’

			Sandy was beside herself. Even though Jeff and she had separated, he and Robin were nuts about each other. They didn’t know what to do except hold tight onto their child.

			Once they’d calmed down, Jeff tried to find out more. He remembers it all clearly: ‘I went to the Nigel Hospital and heard from them that the other boy’s name was Clinton Parker. I battled to determine who these people were, whose child we had. I thought the surname was Parker, first name Clinton.’

			When he tried to get hold of the ‘Parkers’ from Pietermaritzburg, Telkom directory inquiries for some reason put him through to the local fire station. Staff there told him they knew a Peter Clinton-Parker, an engineer with the Pietermaritzburg City Council. He turned out to be Megs’ father.

			‘I spoke to his wife Joan, Megs’ mother,’ Jeff relates, ‘and after work the next afternoon, I hopped onto my motorbike. It was a 1300 Kawasaki that Robin just loved. I would lift him round the garden on it. I got to Pietermaritzburg at eight that night, it was raining cats and dogs and I was soaked. I told Peter and Joan that as far as I was concerned Robin was my child, not Gavin. Joan was a great lady. I came to admire her over the years. She immediately reassured me that she would not expect us to give Robin back.’

			Jeff felt no emotions when he saw his biological son for the first time. Compared to Robin, he thought he was spoilt, ‘a very demanding child. I felt nothing when I saw him. I had bonded with Robin.’

			On 11 December Sandy, Jeff and Robin went to the SA Medical Institute in Braamfontein to have blood tests. For Jeff, it was a continuation of the nightmare:

			‘They stuck a needle in Robin’s neck, I’m not sure why they needed to take blood from there. Maybe his other veins were too small. He cried and I got cross because they hurt my boy.’

			A few days before Christmas 1990, the confirmation finally arrived: 

			SOUTH AFRICAN INSTITUTE FOR MEDICAL RESEARCH: IMMUNOHAEMATOLOGY DEPARTMENT

			CONCLUSIONS: There are contra-indications to the laws of theoretical expectancy in these findings, in that:

			All blood group factors arise by inheritance. It is not possible for a human being to possess a blood group factor if neither parent possesses it. The child ROBIN possesses the A factor of the ABO system and the E factor of the Rh system. Neither Sandra Dawkins nor Jeffrey Parsons possess this factor. Also the blood group of Jeffrey Parsons is such that he must pass on to all his offspring the C factor. The child does not possess this factor. It is not possible for Robin to be born out of a union of these two adults.

			Gavin Clinton-Parker and Robin Dawkins had been switched and were living each other’s lives.

			But they were lives that had to go on. One evening Megs and her mother Joan took Gavin to a work Christmas party. In the lift a colleague looked at Gavin and remarked, ‘Isn’t he a chip off the old block?’ He couldn’t understand why she and Joan started laughing.

			Most of the time there was nothing to laugh about. Megs was on treatment for stress and shock. She began eating less and drinking more, chain smoking. She developed suppurating abscesses in her ears: ‘I had these huge pink cauliflower ears … the pain was excruciating. I’d wake up with gunge on my pillow and my hair. I went on three courses of antibiotics. Painkillers seemed to have no effect.’ 

			* * *

			Megs respected that gut-feel must have told Dave Lotter that Gavin wasn’t his. Nonetheless Dave was still part of the dilemma she found herself in. Joan phoned his mother, Margaret, and Megs’ sister Pat took on the job of phoning Dave, telling them they needed to meet. Margaret’s first thought was that the test results had revealed some kind of an illness. She was speechless when she heard the real reason.

			Dave didn’t really see how it was his problem. He was about to announce his engagement to his second wife. ‘I knew Megs was having a rough time,’ he conceded, ‘but I wasn’t in a position to call the shots. I didn’t know anything about the other child and hadn’t been given confirmation that I was anyone’s father.’

			Megs partly blamed him for the heart-breaking dilemma she found herself in: ‘If he’d come out with it right from the start, when he first saw Gavin, that he didn’t think Gavin was his, things might’ve worked out entirely differently. Instead we found out when the boys were toddlers.’

			Megs says Dave was uninterested when she told him that they had located the boy who could be his son. 

			‘I want to stay out of it’ was all he would say.

			Dave didn’t think he owed Megs anything: ‘I hadn’t been included from the start and was only roped in after she’d had the child. Obviously this latest news that he was the wrong child must’ve been a helluva slap in the face for her. Here she was trying to prove that I was the kid’s father and the whole thing backfires.’

			Megs couldn’t understand his reasoning. She’d still given birth to his child. She developed a deep resentment towards Dave, who was not even prepared to provide emotional support, it seemed. She often wonders how her life would have been had she not been so determined to get even with him. ‘Humiliation is a powerful antidote for any positive feelings. And that humiliation has stayed with me,’ she says. ‘I am still not comfortable talking about the pregnancy or the blood tests because of it. As it turned out, I opened a can of worms that would affect everyone.’

			* * *

			In 1996, Sandy Dawkins spoke out to 60 Minutes. ‘Why did she have to do this and disrupt everyone’s lives?’ she protested. ‘If it was me, I would’ve probably kept the whole thing quiet and gotten on with it.’

			Jeffrey Parsons, now in his late sixties, agrees. ‘I think of Robin often and to this day I consider him my son, blood ties or not,’ he says. ‘It would have been better not knowing.’

			But they did know. Jeff traced Dave’s family and spoke to Margaret.

			‘I wanted to know who Robin’s biological father was,’ he confesses. ‘I had a conversation with Dave’s mother and told her Robin was a well-behaved boy and that I would send photographs.’

			* * *

			 While Jeff had little desire to bond with Gavin, Megs was torn between wanting to protect the child she had and her desire to see the one she didn’t have. She began obsessing about Robin.

			She never felt like eating, so didn’t. But drinking helped dull the pain. One evening, after a few glasses of wine and no food, she had an argument with her parents and drove off in tears with 20-month-old Gavin strapped in the back seat. While fumbling to light a cigarette she lost control of the car and crashed into a fire hydrant. 

			‘There was water everywhere,’ she remembers. ‘Luckily I was just badly bruised and Gav wasn’t hurt, although he got a helluva fright. But it made me pull myself together. I never drove after drinking again.’

			Megs spent a long session with her GP. She told him that she believed God equipped people to deal with whatever they had the mental ability to cope with, no matter how difficult or impossible it seemed.

			Joan phoned Sandy and suggested that they meet. 

			Megs had already had weeks to adjust, but Sandy was still trying to digest the shocking news. She was slightly miffed by Joan’s tone: ‘She said, Aren’t you interested in seeing the child you gave birth to? I told her quite frankly, I wasn’t. I was scared.’

			But she spoke to Jeff and he agreed he’d take her to Maritzburg when it was convenient work-wise. This vague arrangement didn’t suit Megs, now desperate to meet her biological son. 

			Sandy began to feel bullied: ‘Megs carried on and on,’ she recalls, ‘and by the fourth phone call started threatening me with lawyers and a court order. I told her straight I didn’t have the money for the trip. Next thing I knew Joan had bought two tickets and I was on a six-hour bus trip with a two-year-old who couldn’t sit still and who had no clue that I wasn’t his mother.’

			 The last time Megs had seen Sandy – and her biological son – was in hospital 23 months before. 

			She had invited Sandy’s mother to come too so that she wouldn’t feel she was among strangers, but Sandy came alone. Megs remembers thinking it was brave of her to leave her comfort zone. 

			They were the last off the bus. Robin walked slightly in front of Sandy, holding her hand. 

			Sandy remembers not wanting to get off the bus at all. ‘I often wonder how different things would’ve been had we just stayed on the bus and gone back home.’

			Megs had never even seen a picture of Robin. When she caught sight of him there was no turning back. 

			She had no doubt he was hers. She gave him a hug and quickly let go.

			She would later tell 60 Minutes: ‘When I first saw Robin, when he got off that bus, I actually produced milk – that’s how strong the maternal instinct was. After not feeding Gavin for a year, I produced milk as if I’d almost just given birth. That’s how strong the pull was, and you can’t just let that go. I was never going to let go.’

			They went for more blood tests, which only confirmed what they already knew. 

			THE NATAL BLOOD TRANSFUSION SERVICE

			Dear Ms Clinton-Parker

			You would not be excluded as the natural mother of the child Robin and Sandra Dawkins would not be excluded as the natural mother of Gavin.

			The rest of their week together was spent getting to know the little boys they’d carried for nine months, but never seen again. Even though he was only two, Megs noticed Clinton-Parker characteristics in Robin and saw similarities between Gavin and Sandy. The way Robin stood sometimes reminded Megs of her father. 

			Pat, who’d always thought Gavin looked a bit like her, saw echoes of Dave in Robin’s outgoing and mischievous manner.

			In Gavin, Sandy saw a miniature Jeff: ‘Even the way he walked … small steps with a bit of a bum waggle, more pronounced when he was cross about something.’

			The toddlers got on well, but Sandy felt tired and strained during the visit, staying with Megs in her parents’ big old house. To her mind, it was as if they were watching her to see if she was good enough to bring up their child.

			At the end of the week, a tearful Megs put her son back on the bus with a relieved Sandy. ‘It was terrible when he left,’ she told Richard Carleton on 60 Minutes, ‘like having your whole womb taken away.’

			The following month they celebrated the boys’ second birthdays together and Jeff drove down with Sandy, Robin, and Sandy’s mother, Kay. They all stayed with the Clinton-Parkers.

			Pictures show skinny Robin and chubby Gavin bathing together, drinking their bottles, riding their plastic scooters – like blood brothers. The day after their birthday party they took the boys to Durban, Robin’s first trip to the beach. There’s a photograph of a visibly pregnant Sandy feeding pigeons; the boys chasing them in other pictures. Megs felt better than she had in months. ‘It was a day that made me so happy,’ she recalled. ‘I really thought things would work out if we could just keep meeting up.’

			They tried. Megs and Gavin travelled to Johannesburg by bus and Jeff picked them up from the Heidelberg Railway Station. They visited grandmother Kay and Jeff’s sister Jenny, who was close to Robin. 

			Megs concedes that they were essentially good people. But nothing about the life into which her biological son had mistakenly been placed made her feel at ease. Everyone in Sandy’s family seemed to have left school before finishing or to have had an illegitimate child. And Sandy had another one on the way. In Megs’ family, illegitimacy was totally unacceptable. She was the only unmarried parent in the Clinton-Parker clan.

			* * *

			At Lister & Lister, Richard Stretch’s work wasn’t over. He now had an entirely different maintenance issue on his hands. His client, Megs, needed help in bringing up her son, but couldn’t sue Jeff Parsons, because he was already supporting Robin. Although, says Jeff, it didn’t stop Megs trying: ‘I got a letter from her after I’d remarried, demanding maintenance for Gavin. To make matters worse, she got her sister in Nigel to give the letter to Audrey, my wife. I had to again explain that I was maintaining Robin.’

			Megs felt Sandy should sue Dave for maintenance, so that she could indirectly get some monetary support for Gavin, via Sandy. They even drew up a draft agreement:

			7.1 Sandy agrees to pursue a claim for maintenance against Dave Lotter and upon successful finalization of such a claim she agrees to make payment to Megs of the amount paid by Lotter for the maintenance and support of Gavin, Dave Lotter being the natural father of the child in Sandy’s care.

			Sandy never signed the agreement, which she later said was cooked up by the Clinton-Parkers, although Megs recalls her being fine with it at the time. They’d sat and discussed it with Richard Stretch and decided suing each other’s partners was the only way for both of them to get maintenance for their children. Sandy says she actually thought it was ridiculous that she should sue someone she ‘didn’t know from Adam’ and that Megs was doing it just to spite Dave.

			By this time Dave had moved to Malawi. He says the first he heard he was expected to pay maintenance was after the court case, when someone he knew alerted him after reading Fair Lady magazine. Sue Grant-Marshall’s article was called ‘A Never-ending Story’. 

			Hidden behind the screaming headlines lies the true tragedy of baby-swap mothers Megs Clinton-Parker and Sandy Dawkins. For the rest of their lives they will question a decision they made in 1991 … Neither they nor their families will ever fully escape the consequences of that swap.

			Four pages on:

			Robin’s biological father Dave Lotter, who is married and living in Malawi, has made no attempt to see him or pay maintenance.

			Dave says he hadn’t had any communication with anybody saying he was officially the father of a boy called Robin Dawkins. ‘No one ever came to me with a piece of paper,’ he says. ‘Now I had my two young sons, to whom I was a hero, asking me what I’d done. I had to explain to them that yes, I did once sleep with Megs, but that she’d ended up with the wrong child and I had no idea whether the other one was mine or not. 

			‘I guess I was hoping that I wasn’t the father, because one doesn’t want children out of marriage. Anyway, they soon got so involved in suing the hospital that no one ever got hold of me. They just spoke to journalists about me, who of course never bothered to ask my opinion.’

			Sandy says she would certainly have asked Dave’s opinion given the chance, but that Megs steadfastly refused to give her his contact details, even when she was expected to extract maintenance from him. Megs doesn’t recall Sandy ever asking.

			Back in Pietermaritzburg, Richard Stretch concentrated his efforts on making the state pay – in this case, the Transvaal Provincial Administration, under whose jurisdiction the Nigel Hospital fell. Proving negligence on the part of the hospital wouldn’t be tricky, but proving that the trauma and shock of the discovery had impacted on Megs and Sandy mentally and physically was going to be precedent setting. 

			In a case that was to kick-start his career, Richard began work. 
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