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Rachaele Hambleton, aka Part-Time Working Mummy, is a double Sunday Times bestselling author and one of the most popular parenting personalities online. She is a mum to three daughters and one toddler son, step-mum to two boys and is married to her ‘bird-boy’ Josh. Her successful blog documents the highs and lows of life as a family of eight … with a dog and some chickens thrown in for good measure. As well as blogging and bringing up six humans, Rachaele fights hard for awareness of domestic violence and is an ambassador for Kidscape and a patron of Trevi in Plymouth. In 2021, Rachaele opened Torbay’s first women’s centre, which is a safe hub to support women and children. She is trying to make the world a better place by creating a wonderful community of nearly 800,000 people who support and empower one another.
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To every woman who has walked through my women’s centre since 2021: thank you. Thank you for trusting my team and me to support you. Your stories put the fire in my belly to make the world a better place for you and your babies. I promise that, for as long as I am here, I won’t ever stop fighting for you.
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INTRODUCTION


Hi everyone … So, here we are again. I’m going to give myself a quick introduction here, just in case you’ve found this book in a leftover pile on holiday in your hotel (I can’t tell you how many people have found me this way!), or perhaps you were given a copy by a friend who knows you might appreciate reading about the chaos that is my family life.


My name is Rachaele, I am forty (Jesus, I’ve only said that a few times since I turned forty recently and it sounds really strange … and feels even weirder).


I was born in Devon to a set of Mancunian parents who showed me pretty early on that mums and dads often get shit wrong (in many ways it destroyed me but in many ways it has bettered me as a parent and human and has given me the drive to do what I now do).


My parents separated when I was four; my mum left and moved to the other side of the country, I stayed with my dad. It all slowly fell apart (creating a lot of childhood trauma and rejection that I’ve been dealing with ever since). I went into foster care aged fifteen and then into my first bedsit at sixteen where I went off the rails fully for a good few years and survived on a diet that consisted mainly of class-A drugs, pasta and cheese and Blue WKD to numb the pain of some pretty fucking awful decisions I regularly made and rarely learnt from.


I now have four children by three men. Weirdly, my greatest achievement to date (no, seriously). I live in Torbay with my children – along with my husband and his two boys.


In our house there is no ‘yours’ and ‘mine’. There’s no ‘step’ or ‘half’. We are just a crazy, huge, patchwork family, made up of lots of DNA, surnames and personalities, but it works better than most. I absolutely love it and actually I am beyond proud of everything we are and what we’ve achieved despite where we’ve come from.


My two eldest girls, Betsy, who is eighteen and Lula (short for Tallulah), who is thirteen, were born into a really unsafe household where they both lived with domestic abuse. I finally fled after almost a decade when the girls were almost seven and two.


I then had my third daughter, Edie. As I write this today she is nine, surrounded by love from her biological dad, who idolises her. Unfortunately, she was born at a time her dad and I were both pretty broken and, looking back, I think we probably thought we could heal each other by getting together as we had been in a relationship at school many years before and thought the world of each other. We lost two babies in quick succession before Edie, which was soul-destroying for us both and a few months after she came along we separated. The split ended up being pretty brutal but nine years on things have got better, he loves her to bits and and vice versa.


I have a little boy, Wilby. He is three. He is the first and only child I have with my husband Josh who is/was/kind-of is (I’ll explain properly later) a police officer. Josh has two other sons, Seb, aged sixteen, and Isaac, aged twelve. They were eight and four when we got together.


All in all we have six babies who live with us full time. Other than Edie – who sees her dad regularly – the other five are solely with us as a result of decisions by family court, and now they have no contact with their other biological parents.


It’s complicated but it’s a family full of love – and, let’s face it, life is messy.


Back in 2016 I wrote a post that went viral on social media and then I started a blog to talk about real family life – because I didn’t feel like I was seeing people like me. Where was the emotional baggage, the tears from a child being bullied, the daily trials and breaking points along with all the joy? I wanted to spread kindness and make people feel part of something bigger – you don’t have to feel alone and excluded in darker times. Half a million people listened to me write about life as a blended family on Facebook. It seemed a lot of people were in agreement that life can be really fucking hard at times, but also pretty amazing too.


I now have a following of hundreds of thousands online as Part-Time Working Mummy (@parttimeworkingmummy on insta), have written two bestselling books and have set up women’s centres to help those affected as I once was. It has been an incredible journey to this point – and the last five years since my first book have been absolutely life-changing.


In 2018, we had five tiny children aged between five and twelve. Now we have three, almost four teenagers, one of whom is an adult, along with a nine-year-old and we added another one to our flock because clearly we just weren’t busy enough.


I mainly talk on Instagram Stories now, where I’ve gained almost a quarter of a million followers who underline that life is one big rollercoaster that one day has you on your knees in tears and the next day has you jumping for joy.


Life is so strange when you actually sit and pick it apart. It takes a village to get you through it – but I’ve come to realise over the years that far too many people were given a shit hand in life and because of that they don’t have a village; a lot of the time they don’t have anyone. I try my best to create one online, because as lovely as the dusky pink, cream and rose gold Instagram accounts are, as amazing as it is to watch perfect marriages, well-behaved children and families living together in harmony, I promise, it isn’t real life.


Some of the most damaged, broken and lonely people sit behind some of the most stunning Instagram pages you follow. The pages who fully have their shit together who you would give anything to be more like, sometimes they’re the ones who are screaming inside to be saved … which is why my page is messy. It’s crying until I laugh and laughing until I cry. It’s teenagers making shit decisions, pre-teens copying them and toddlers teething, it’s trying to navigate my way down the autism pathway for two of my babies. It’s showing all kinds of humans how amazing they are but also how awful they can be. It’s showing it’s normal to fuck up and not be perfect. It’s hormonal, it’s heartbreaking but it’s also happy.


It’s just real life, in all its glory.


Why I’m writing this book


Right now I’m sat on a bench in the sun in Somerset, at the lodge I come to when I need some space to write. I come here always to plan and plot and work out exactly what I want to say, why and how.


This little wooden cabin is surrounded by nothing but trees and a fast-running river. I have birds and squirrels all around me; a huge dragonfly just whizzed past my head. There is no TV, no internet and no phone signal and it means for the next forty-eight hours I will do nothing but write, drink, eat and sleep. Josh will listen to downloaded podcasts on the Falklands War, bathe in the sun and cook the most incredible foods and, in the evenings, we will just hang out under blankets watching the stars next to the firepit, chatting about everything and nothing.


It’s incredible – and a massive contrast to everyday life!


So, half a decade on from my first book, the family has grown, times have changed and many new lessons have been learned along the way. Writing helps me to make sense of it all.


As a quick overview:


We’re still a crazy patchwork family, just a tiny bit bigger.


We’re still living in Devon, but we moved house and bought our first home together.


I’m no longer working for the company I had been with for almost two decades. I left my employment just before my first book came out in 2018 to work full-time on social media, writing books and focusing on my dream of opening a women’s centre.


Josh is kind of, but not currently, but still a police officer. He’s just gone on a career break to be home more to support the kids and me, which is lush and I feel so fortunate that we are in a position to do this.


But I suppose all that matters is I’m still Rach, I’m still who I was then, even if it doesn’t look like that. I still live for having a busy home full of animals, friends and kids who mainly don’t belong to me, bustling with chaos and love and I still have the exact same hopes and dreams, and I never take for granted that in the last few years some of them have come true.


For the next few chapters I’m going to delve into my life a bit more, all the parts I no longer share on social media (because of the constant hateful shit from a small minority of anonymous people). I want to use this to reflect on the last five years, the ups and the downs and the lessons I’ve learned, and I hope you stick around to read it. And, if you do, I really hope it helps you in some way to see that, no matter how much we’re all striving and working our arses off to get to ‘that place’ which just looks so perfect, to be ‘that person’ who has it all together, I want you to see that actually that place and that person doesn’t really exist. Perfect people and perfect lives aren’t real; we’re all just plodding, winging it and hoping for the best and a lot of the time we get it wrong.


It doesn’t matter how much money someone makes or inherits, how big their home is, how beautiful they look or well-behaved their kids are, we all have our struggles. I hope more than anything people come away from reading this book feeling better about themselves and wanting to be kind to others.
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THE BEGINNINGS OF WILBY


I remember the day I found out I was pregnant with Wilby.


It was the end of November 2018.


I woke up, went to the bathroom and took a pregnancy test as I had every single day for the months beforehand when I wasn’t on my period. I popped the test strip on the window sill of the bathroom and got in the shower. When I got out the shower, as I was drying my legs, I saw it was positive.


I never forget how it panned out. I couldn’t contain my excitement so I ran from the bathroom into our bedroom, screaming Josh’s name. (I’m still unsure why I was up and getting showered and he was still in bed as this is something that never happens!) He sat bolt upright and looked at the test result.


Now, we had had words a few weeks earlier about the amount of money I was spending on pregnancy tests and I went on Amazon to bulk-buy a load of the cheap ones – instead of peeing directly on the stick you pee in a little pot then dip in a little test stick. I remember Josh questioning their accuracy and I could tell he didn’t want me to get my hopes up in case it was not positive. I called our friend Lucy – I have no idea why I chose her, perhaps because she had conceived her babies through IVF. It had been soul-destroying for her at times but, as she was a health visitor, I knew she would be the person to tell a good from a shit pregnancy test when she saw one.


She giggled when I asked her and told me the chances of them being correct were ‘probably high’. She advised me to go grab another test from the chemist to be sure, she then shouted ‘Congratulations!’ before hanging up.


I climbed back under the covers with Josh and we giggled like children at the ‘what if’ idea that it was really positive and we were actually having a baby!


I drove to the chemist after the school run, downing a bottle of water, then to the supermarket, downing a second bottle of water and bought three different brands of pregnancy tests. I went home and did them all in one piss which lasted about a minute and a half thanks to the amount of fluid I’d drunk. All three came up positive immediately.


I didn’t want to get my hopes up but I was so excited deep down that I just couldn’t stop smiling and talking to myself in a whisper. I always do that, thinking about it now; if I’m happy or excited or upset or sad, I will genuinely whisper to myself the weirdest things. It’s as if, whatever the feelings are, they are too intense not to talk to myself about them, like, ‘Oh God, Rach, you are actually pregnant, this is just amazing’ or, if I’m sad, ‘Do not fucking cry again over it, you’ve got to get your shit together now.’


The only other time I talk to myself is when I’m on the toilet, pissed. That is the time in life I always like to give myself a full-on, rambling, pep talk. Always in a pub toilet too, having a full-blown chat with myself about everything that’s gone wrong in life then reminding myself of my achievements, honestly. I wonder how many people talk to themselves, sober or pissed. Maybe I’ll do an Instagram poll to find out.


Anyway, we booked an early scan privately. I just wanted to see a heartbeat as I had lost three babies before but, at six weeks, it was there, on a little black-and-white screen, flashing away. Weirdly it made me feel better, but the ‘what if’s were still niggling at me because of the miscarriages – and with two of them I had seen flashing heartbeats.


Morning sickness had started at about five weeks. I can’t explain how shit I felt when people would say things like, ‘Oh, it will pass.’ I had never experienced anything like it with the girls’ pregnancies and, as well as being physically sick after I had eaten any food, I would also gag and throw up at the weirdest thing. It was similar to being really hungover – my brain would punish me by thinking of things like an undercooked fried egg that had a jelly-like yolk, or I’d go past a fish-and-chip shop and just reading the specials board outside on the pavement would then make me picture fish and chips, which before this pregnancy I loved but now, imagining the picture of them in my head, covered in grease, was enough to make me vomit.


I also had days where I couldn’t swallow – even swallowing my own spit made me sick. I remember Lula being the only one out of the kids happy enough to sit in the front seat of the car, holding a cake-mixing bowl on her lap on the way to school that she would lift up so I could spit in it as I drove.


There were waves – of knowing you were going to be sick, where you feel the sweat on the back of your neck and your hairs stand on end because you can’t do anything to stop it coming. With that came the emotion, the genuine feeling of desperation because I could do nothing to make it go away, and this thing, this tiny, diddy thing growing inside me, no bigger than a strawberry – which was all I’d ever dreamed of – was making me feel more physically unwell than I’d ever been. Then came the guilt – because there were days I felt like I regretted getting pregnant, there were times I said to Josh out loud that I couldn’t do it any more. It was honestly brutal.


I was prescribed medication by the GP, but I was still losing weight and I felt so weak and unwell. The only thing that got me through was sucking on boiled, sherbet lemon sweets, which – funnily enough – the thought of since having Wilby now themselves make me feel sick!


I accessed lots of pregnancy sickness support groups on Instagram when it started. The posts and comments from other pregnant women going through it made me feel I wasn’t alone. And I was lucky, luckier than most, because at around fourteen weeks my symptoms started to ease, and by eighteen weeks I felt OK. Some women I met on the support pages had it for an entire nine months; they were hospitalised and put on drips because their weight loss and dehydration was so severe and they became so unwell that they needed to be constantly monitored by doctors. I genuinely don’t know how they got through it and I feel that awareness of how bad it can be just isn’t there – it wasn’t for me until I experienced it. I honestly just thought morning sickness was morning sickness and how wrong I was.


I was also a wreck from worrying whether or not the pregnancy was going OK. I have never had a ‘successful pregnancy’ (a term I hate) without losing a baby first. I miscarried once between Betsy and Lula and I miscarried twice between Lula and Edie. I would spend those first few months flitting between feeling so excited I had butterflies, looking at prams and nursery furniture, to being in such a panic that I would miscarry, mentally planning how I would get through it when it happened.


I made the choice to announce finding out I was pregnant on Christmas Day 2018, before I had reached twelve weeks.


I remember the negative comments on my post about announcing too early, people thinking they had some kind of right to ask me why I hadn’t waited until twelve weeks – until they said I was ‘safe’ to tell people – and it was so infuriating because it’s so utterly wrong, the way society tells us how to do things. I was pregnant, I had all the feelings of excitement when I saw those test results, I was drowning in sickness and, actually, if I did lose my baby I know I wouldn’t want to keep it a secret. Why should I keep it a secret? My page and the people who supported me had got me through so many bad times. I made a decision, if ‘the worst’ was to happen I would want to share that, to tell people, to hear their stories, listen to their words and know I wasn’t alone. In turn, I knew from speaking about my earlier miscarriages that it had helped lots of other women, because so many of them lost babies every single day. We just don’t see that as a society, because it’s not talked about enough and the reason is the people wading in on my post giving it, ‘Don’t you think you should have waited until you hit twelve weeks and it’s safe?’


No pregnancy is ‘safe’: women lose babies at four weeks, six weeks, sixteen weeks or full term. Women have babies born sleeping or who pass away after birth. There is never a ‘safe time’ and by pretending there is only makes things worse. It also makes it seem like a loss before twelve weeks is not a loss, like it’s not something you have the right to grieve over or tell people because you weren’t ‘deemed safe’. It screams that you should keep something you’re beyond excited about a secret for three months in case it doesn’t pan out the way you dreamed it would. If the worst happens you should just ‘crack on with it’ rather than being able to feel like your heart has been ripped out and tell people you feel like your world has ended because society has already decided you’re an idiot, having announced your pregnancy before you should have.


It’s bullshit and I feel really angered for all the women who lose babies and have to break their hearts in private because of what ‘society says’. I believe you announce when you want to announce, whether you’re three weeks pregnant, three months or you don’t feel like telling anyone at all. The choice is yours; don’t allow anyone to make you feel you have to do things a certain way.


A different kind of pregnancy


I loved being pregnant, but the guilt I felt about Betsy and Tallulah was overwhelming at times. I thought about all the things they experienced whilst they grew inside me. Through both of their pregnancies there were regular arguments, screaming, shouting and violence. The police were called out to my home by neighbours. I battled daily in my own head about why I was having these babies in such shit circumstances and I would cry most days. I’ve since learned – and actually we now train this in our women’s centres as part of our domestic abuse programme – that because domestic abuse raises a woman’s stress levels, we produce a high level of the stress hormone cortisol. This enables our body to react to danger, which triggers our fight-or-flight mode. Some research has shown that there is a direct association between a mother’s level of this hormone and those in an unborn baby.


When I got further into my pregnancy with Wilby and began to relax more, I realised how special it felt to be in a positive, healthy relationship where there was no screaming or shouting, no slamming of doors or throwing of objects. I wasn’t getting dragged around or spat at. I realised how amazing it was for him, even though he wasn’t even aware, that he had a daddy who loved him, who chatted to him through my belly and blew raspberries on my tummy until he kicked and who took incredible care of his mummy. I felt so fortunate, so grateful, because of what the two eldest girls and I had come from, to now, having this baby where we all felt loved, protected and cared for. With that realisation came the guilt that neither Betsy nor Lula had never had this – and Edie, to an extent because I wasn’t myself whilst I was pregnant with her. Her dad worked away so much of the time and then we separated when she was tiny. I felt a guilt that none of them had ever had ‘this mummy’ that Wilby already had. None of my girls had ever had this version of me, not really, and that made me feel really shit at times; it still does today. Having Wilby made me know I would never take for granted the surroundings he developed in and I felt grateful every day for the life he would have, the constant love he would receive, and the lives his brothers and sisters now had.


I put on a lot of weight during my pregnancy, mainly on my bum and bump! I was bigger than I had been with the girls and I struggled with backache really badly. I saw a chiropractor called Phoebe who was amazing and pulled and tugged at me most weeks, which helped me manage the pain. At a midwife appointment when I was around thirty weeks, she tested my urine and was concerned about the reading. She sent me immediately to Torbay hospital to be tested for gestational diabetes, which came back positive. I remember feeling really ashamed and embarrassed, feeling that it was my fault because, although I ate a good lunch and dinner full of fresh veg, I worried my love of double cream on cornflakes in the morning and a can of full-fat Coke with every evening meal had caused this. This was because society has always portrayed a bad diet as leading to a diagnosis of diabetes. Ridiculous, and upsetting in hindsight for me, but also for the people living with diabetes who have to see the memes on the internet I often saw which blame your diet and greed – it’s not the case in a lot of cases.


I was then told my baby was likely to be ‘overweight’, as the scans were currently showing him or her being ‘bigger’ than they should have been. This meant I would need to have another caesarean because the risks were too high to have a vaginal delivery. I felt awful. The reality, which I learned after having a meeting with the diabetes nurse, is that during pregnancy your placenta makes hormones that cause glucose to build up in your blood. Usually, your pancreas can send out enough insulin to handle it. But if your body can’t make enough insulin or stops using insulin as it should, your blood-sugar levels rise, and you get gestational diabetes.


I had to prick my finger three times a day then test my sugar levels; it was quick and easy to do and there’s an app to log your test results on so you can liaise with the hospital to manage your levels with diet or medication.


As soon as Wilby was born we were both tested and, just as they said, the diabetes had immediately disappeared and his levels were fine within forty-eight hours of being born. The chances of me getting diabetes in life are now higher, and more likely in future pregnancies, but it was a condition I found manageable. At the time I didn’t feel like I could share online and I only told close friends and family – I didn’t have any awareness of the condition and I felt a bit of shame and worry around it. Hopefully writing about it here will help some other people.
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WILBY’S BIRTH


We didn’t find out the sex of the baby; neither of us wanted to. I was convinced it was a girl, because I’d only ever had girls. Josh didn’t have a gut feeling on either sex – one week he said ‘boy’ and one week he said ‘girl’! As many people said, ‘It’s definitely a girl’ as the ones who said ‘That’s a boy bump’; we just had to wait. We got a red pram and everything else was neutral or rainbow-themed.


We were scanned weekly due to the diabetes and by week thirty-six Wilby was weighing in at around nine pounds so we made the decision to have an elective C-section. All the girls had been between 6-lb 13-oz and 7-lb 10-oz so I remember feeling really worried.


I was seriously gutted about having to go for a caesarean because we had done a hypnobirthing course and it honestly changed my entire views on pregnancy and giving birth.


I had heard hypnobirthing being raved about on Instagram and I really wanted a home birth. Josh was totally against it, as were many other family members, telling me it was dangerous and would put both the baby and me at too much unnecessary risk. I decided to contact a local girl called Siobhan who runs a company called Positive Hypnobirthing. I asked her a few questions and she offered to meet me for a coffee.


I went to a cafe in Newton Abbot, where we chatted about everything and nothing and instantly I really liked her. Her voice alone was really calming and she just had a way of making you feel at ease. I signed Josh and me up to do her course, which ran in one of the rooms at the local birth suite. Josh wasn’t overly keen – he doesn’t really do humans at the best of times and I could tell he felt like it would be really uncomfortable. His words when I told him were, ‘I just don’t feel like rolling round on birth balls rubbing your belly, Rach, whilst we both pant in harmony in front of a room full of strangers.’ It made me giggle and, as much as I was slightly cringing at not knowing what I had signed us up to, I liked Siobhan and I had a good feeling.


The course ran over two days, and Josh was sold two hours in; we couldn’t have been more wrong about what it entailed. I was so gutted I had gone through three pregnancies, labours and births without knowing about the stuff we were taught – simple facts that you have no clue about because you think you have to hand yourself and your body over to midwives and doctors because ‘they know best’.


There were simple changes of words or sentences like swapping ‘contractions’ (which sound horrid and painful) to ‘surges’ (which sound powerful and strong) and the stats behind the higher number of women who go into distress in hospital birthing units as opposed to home births and the reasoning behind this. I learned so much about my body and why I could have had such nicer, better informed previous births with the girls, stuff that seemed so simple and obvious once it had been pointed out to us. That’s something else hypnobirthing taught me; until I did that course no one had ever just pointed out the obvious. It was honestly mind-blowing and made both Josh and me really emotional and excited about going into labour and meeting our baby. I had never got excited about having a baby; in fact the three times before this I had dreaded giving birth and been feeling nothing but panic and anxiety, but hypnobirthing gives you tools to manage pain, it gives your birth partner a role and it makes one of the most magical things in your life feel positive instead of totally terrifying!


By then Josh wanted the home birth as much as me. We began looking into the best ways to do it and he found a local pool-hire company, called and popped a deposit down. We were buzzing about it all until the news came I had gestational diabetes and it would medically be dangerous to not have a caesarean section. I felt like all our dreams had been shattered but another amazing thing with hypnobirthing is it allows you to see you have control over your own body and it gives you the confidence to question medical staff’s decisions and ensure your views and opinions are heard even if you have to change your plans because of medical reasons.


We opted for a ‘natural C-section’ which we were lucky that they offer at Torbay hospital. Six years earlier, I had a very structured, quick-as-possible operation in an extremely clinical setting with Edie, when she was pulled out by a team of people in scrubs who didn’t talk to me much. She was immediately taken away and cleaned whilst I was stitched back up before I met her. This time I could have the lighting dimmed so it felt cosier, I could have my own music playing and the whole medical team were really relaxed, chatty and actually fun. They made me feel at ease and we were having a laugh about stuff beforehand.


The surgeon then made the incision and they allowed the baby to make his own way out, which was less stressful for him. The curtain was also lowered during the operation and I could watch the whole process happening. It was insane: I watched my baby wriggle out of my belly then crawl upwards towards my face before the surgeon scooped him up and Josh wailed, ‘It’s a little boy.’


The baby was then placed upon my chest, where he gripped onto one of Josh’s fingers and one of mine as tight as he could! The three of us had a little cry together and, as the team worked on stitching my tummy up, I felt like I’d won the lottery. He weighed in at a whopping 9-lb 4-oz and had a mop of jet-black hair and a perfect, heart-shaped birthmark which sat really prominently on his forehead. He was just incredible and I can’t even describe how much more meeting him made me fall head over heels in love with his daddy all over again.


Josh and I went back to our room on the ward below the labour suite and snuggled our little boy together. I latched him on to feed and he suckled away at me like a baby piglet. That feeling: it’s inexplicable. The utter pain your body is in from using every part of you to deliver this miracle, the exhaustion you feel from it all, but the elation, that feeling where you just wipe away tears of sheer happiness is something else, and having a husband who did the same alongside me was the best feeling ever.


I remember when I breastfed, for months after, Josh would get really emotional and when I asked why he would just say, ‘He’s just so perfect and you’re such a good mum.’


I’d never experienced having a partner who recognised how fucking hard and exhausting it was and who so openly showed his appreciation to me as his little boy’s mum. I spent hours watching him gaze at Wilby, watching him study his tiny fingers or changing his nappy.


We stayed in hospital for two nights as I had a few minor complications with being unable to pee after the catheter was removed. Josh brought all five kids up to see me a few hours after Wilby was born. We had a long list of names which I had saved on my phone that we had all picked; I really wanted them to be a part of everything about their new brother. When they arrived their little faces made me sob. Betsy started crying as soon as she laid eyes on him and Edie just couldn’t cope with how tiny he was. They passed him round the room whilst sniffing him and snuggling him loads.


I asked them what name we should have and we went through the list. The only one we all kind of liked was one Josh had chosen – Willoughby. He had picked it after a man called Willoughby Verner, an ornithologist born in 1852. We didn’t like the whole name but we all liked something about it, so we played about with it and, between the seven of us, we came up with the name ‘Wilby’. We all agreed and named him together in the hospital room. As soon as I managed to have a wee the following day the delivery team agreed I could go home and they discharged me. Josh packed up our bags and we took our new baby home to hang out with his big brothers and sisters.


At home with our new baby boy


For the next few months, when Josh wasn’t working, he was at home, doing whatever needed doing in the background so the only thing I had to concentrate on was caring for Wilby. It was something else that was alien to me: a partner who did more than their fair share because they could see they just had to for a while. And there was no resentment that he had to do that, he just did it without question.


Wilby had colic quite early on and would scream and scream every day. He was at his worst every evening between 4 and 7 p.m. I remember Josh was so patient with him; he would just rock him in his arms and walk with him round the house for hours. He never got upset or stressed or annoyed, he just loved him. Wilby would only settle when Josh was moving.


I think maybe the smell of breastmilk from me would upset him more as he would try and feed but then he would scream more, like an angry cry, like he was in such pain. We quickly worked out he was best with Josh when he had these unsettled periods. This meant I got a few hours to hang out with the older kids and do some bits round the house. We would then swap roles when Wilby calmed and I would spend evenings on the sofa with him cluster-feeding on me whilst Josh finished up, put the kids to bed and got them ready for the next day with ironed shirts and packed lunches, always happily doing it. Whenever I would say I felt bad or guilty because I spent all my time caring for Wilby he told me how much he loved seeing him so content feeding and I loved it too.


I loved for the first time just being able to be a mum over and above anything else. I loved being able to soak up the first six months of my newborn without that underlying guilt that had been drilled into me from having the girls that I wasn’t ‘doing enough’, ‘pulling my weight’ round the house, ‘earning any money’ or not ‘making an effort’ with myself.


Whatever other shit was happening in my life, my home still felt like a little safe place and my babies continued to help fix all my bits that felt really broken at that time.


When the world changed


Coronavirus swept the world in 2020. I remember there was loads going on when the talk of lockdown first began in March.


I was in London the week before, working on a campaign with some other content creators. I remember it all feeling really weird and surreal, like we didn’t know what was to come because everyone was carrying on with life, trying to pretend things were still normal.


I look back and remember we were at a Lewis Capaldi concert surrounded by tens of thousands of people at Wembley Arena then a week later we were on lockdown in our house. It was insane.


Tallulah had just been to Nottingham with my niece to stay with my friend Gayle and I took Betsy shopping for a prom dress which was scheduled for the July.


Within a few weeks, we went into the national lockdown; our freedom disappeared overnight and was replaced by strict rules and regulations. I remember it feeling really frightening.


Josh was in a role which meant luckily he could work from home. He set up an office in our middle lounge where he would work his shifts. I remember he had the news on in there all day in the background. Listening to the forecast of expected deaths, the rush of temporary hospitals being built to cope with what was to come, the threats of what would happen if we mixed with relatives or friends. It felt really scary. I watched one news episode on TV where the reporters were in a block of flats in Bristol, speaking to a single dad and his son at the time we weren’t allowed to go outside. They had no garden and he couldn’t afford to pay for the internet to home school or keep his son entertained. Watching the dad trying to stay positive despite such uncertainty, when I could just see the look of worry in his eyes and his little boy who had no real understanding of how his world had overnight turned upside down, just broke me. I felt so lucky to be in the position we were in, for Josh and me to still be employed and earning and the fact we had a secure home and a large garden for the kids. I remember just feeling so safe; despite us not being able to leave the house or see anyone we were together, the eight of us, and it was something I never wanted to take for granted. I wondered how I could do more to help people like that dad.


I stopped watching the news, the death tolls, the constant updates and warnings we were all getting about what would happen if we left the house unnecessarily. The reports of people dying alone in hospital and others unable to attend funerals of loved ones. It just made me feel so anxious and worried and it was something I couldn’t control or stop. I decided to focus on what we could do.


It even felt frightening to go to the supermarket in case we caught Covid-19. Everyone was so frightened of this unknown illness and the media hype that surrounded it felt so weird. We began getting doorstep deliveries of our food. Josh and I would go in the porch and wipe it all with anti-bac whilst wearing gloves before we brought it in.


Cooking became a huge part of our day because we weren’t leaving the house. We would plan recipes and Josh would make the most fabulous meals. At this point Wilby had just weaned and he loved his food so we made all kinds of puréed dishes for him too. We would eat together three times a day, all of us and it felt like we properly bonded again as a family. I suppose before Covid, because the kids were bigger, they were at different clubs and were at friends’ houses. Isaac spent a few nights at Josh’s mum’s or sister’s each week. It wasn’t often we all sat and ate dinner together any more, and it was only when we were forced to do so because of a global pandemic I realised how important it was, and how much I had missed it – us all being together, sharing stories, having banter where we laughed until we cried and we just learned so much about each other’s thoughts and opinions on the most random stuff.


In all honesty, Josh and I both say we loved that first lockdown period. He was home with us, we were all together and we spent time enjoying the simplest stuff that we had forgotten was so special. We also all got to spend time with Wilby, who was seven months old and just starting to be interested in all of us and his surroundings. Having his brothers and sisters with him every day as well as me and Josh felt really magical to watch.


A woman and a fridge


I realised at this point that there were so many families who weren’t like ours. I imagined how I would have tried to navigate my way through this period if it had happened twelve years ago, when I was alone in a horrid flat with Betsy and Lula with nothing and it knocked me sick. I needed to do more to help; I was in a position where it would have felt wrong not to do something.


I received an email from a lady called Nina who worked for a local community interest company and was desperate to raise its community fridge profile. I was just blown away by what she was doing for others and our community. The way her community fridge worked was she would drive round to supermarkets and collect their ‘waste food’. She was passionate about the planet and not allowing food to be binned. She would do ‘open days’ at one of the centres she worked at, where any member of the public could come and collect the food twice a week. I began volunteering for her immediately. What I loved was that she made this about people helping themselves and the planet, which was how it should be. It was never about people feeling they had to live in poverty or on benefits to access the service. It never sat right with me that certain food banks make you evidence how you are struggling so much financially that you need to collect a food parcel. I know how ashamed and embarrassed I was when I lived in poverty after having the girls – and actually, on paper I had a well-paid managerial role and didn’t qualify for most benefits. Nowadays I probably wouldn’t have qualified to access a food bank but the reality was that I was drowning in the debt the eldest girls’ dad had left me and I couldn’t afford to feed my children some weeks.


Covid had done something similar to so many families. Families that had been wealthy had their whole lives turned upside down overnight when their successful businesses had gone under, but they wouldn’t have been able to access certain food banks because they weren’t claiming benefits, so to have them come to what Nina had created and collect all sorts of weird and wonderful food that they could use was really heartwarming.


She took whatever was there at the supermarket when she arrived for the collections – some nights there would be just a few packs of ham or loaves of bread and some nights Nina would have to go back several times and re-fill her car again and again because there was so much. Nina was adamant no food would go to waste; what people didn’t take was cooked and frozen. She delivered meals she made every Friday to elderly vulnerable people within our community too. Betsy and I took it in turns to go along with her and we both sobbed at how devastating it was to see the way some elderly people are left to live. Some had mobility or health issues and were housed in the most inappropriate places – in flats up steep concrete steps, in homes that were filthy and in a poor state of repair. All that these old men and ladies really wanted was our time; they wanted us to sit and chat to them, and it was always about us. These people would ask me questions about my children, my job, my interests, but they rarely spoke of themselves.


I used to get back in the car and start to cry and Nina would say, ‘I know, Rach, it’s absolutely brutal.’ And it was. And it is something that is not seen. There is no awareness until it smacks you in the face. I’d never realised how high was the number of elderly people who actually are as vulnerable as small children a lot of the time, living minutes from my house, within my community, in places where I wouldn’t house a dog.


Nina would make the most incredible curries or roast dinners. She would make delicious bread-and-butter puddings out of the loaves of bread that were left over, while the weird vegetables would go into homemade soups or sauces for pasta dishes. She filled fridges and freezers full of her meals which she would then drive over to Shaldon zoo, Teignmouth, for the keepers to feed to the animals.


There was so much Nina taught me in those few months and there was so much of it I really loved. I loved how she had a passion; she was just so passionate about food wastage and helping others, but she did it in a way that left me in awe of her because she saw people, she saw everyone – whether it was an electrician without much work because of Covid who was panicking about his future or if it was a heroin addict who turned up on a Saturday with her kids dressed in school uniform because they had no other clothes. Nina just saw them and she had a way of seeing the bigger picture without judging. Even those who were judged by other people, she knew all about cycles and history repeating itself and why so many of these people we were supporting didn’t know how to live any other way. She spoke to everyone in a way that was tailored to them, to show she had a genuine interest and to see what she could do to help them as individuals with their own needs. She got some men’s toiletries for the electrician and we got together a huge bag of clothes and toys for the children of the lady living with addiction and we did this for anyone who needed specific clothes, household items or foods. Anyone and everyone, we just did simple things together, to make their lives a little bit easier and I suppose to show them that someone cared.
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