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To Chris . . . My First, My Last, My Everything


 


For Fraser and Pippa . . . My Two Stars


 


 


I know somewhere out there, is me five years ago, someone who is facing the same enormities, despair and isolation that I faced when I gave birth to Fraser in March 2008. This book was written for that person. I want it to help them see that there is hope at the other end of what sometimes seems like a very long, dark tunnel. You can get there, I promise. 




Chapter 1


Billy and Bear
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It was a bright, early summer evening in 2011 and as we drove east along the banks of the River Dee the Highland landscape looked at its picture-postcard best. In the distance, the area’s highest peak, Lochnagar, was bathed in a beautiful, golden glow while beneath us the setting sun was dancing off the dark waters of the river in a dazzling display of colours.  


Every now and again we would pass an angler, knee-deep in the water, patiently casting their line in search of the sea trout and salmon that were now in season. It didn’t occur to me at the time but looking back, I can see that, in a way, I was on a fishing expedition myself. What was that old saying? You’ve got to lose a fly to catch a trout. 


My husband Chris was at the wheel of our car while our two children were in the back. Our daughter Pippa was just over six months old and fast asleep in her baby seat. It was our three-year-old son Fraser who was, as usual, preoccupying us. He was sitting quietly, saying very little but staring intently at the two, small photographs that he’d brought with him. We weren’t quite sure what to expect from him this evening. But then, where Fraser was concerned, we never were. 


He’d been diagnosed with autism just under two years earlier, in August 2009, at the very early age of 18 months. Like many boys with autism, he struggled to communicate and was prone to withdrawing into his own world. He was also capable of extreme emotional meltdowns, often over the most seemingly trivial things. In addition to this he suffered from hypotonia, a rare muscle tone condition that made his joints loose and floppy. This meant he found it very difficult to perform simple functions such as gripping things with his hands. He also found it a challenge to stand let alone walk. In fact, it had only been in the past year or so that he’d become more mobile, largely thanks to supporting splints he now wore on his lower leg and ankles.


For the past year and a half, Fraser had been receiving treatment from a small team of experts, including a speech therapist and a behavioural therapist. We’d been told in no uncertain terms that he would never attend a normal school but, despite this, we had managed to find him a small, private nursery that was prepared to take him twice a week, which had been a huge relief for me, in particular. The less good news, however, was that his moods and behaviour were still highly unpredictable and volatile. This meant that our lives were never straightforward. 


Fraser is an adorable, loving little boy with a personality that seems to melt the hearts of everyone who meets him. But I’d be lying if I said that our life together had been a bed of roses, because it hadn’t. We had been through some tough and extremely testing times. We never quite knew what to expect nor quite what to do, especially if we changed his routine as we’d done today. All we could do was follow our instincts. Which was why Chris and I were driving along the Dee valley, towards the small town of Aboyne, to meet the local organiser for the charity, Cats Protection. 


I’ve been an animal lover since childhood. As a girl I’d play with rabbits, dogs, cats, horses – I didn’t care. That evening I’d looked enviously into the grounds of one of the grand Royal Deeside Estates where I knew you could ride horses, something I’d adored doing when I was younger and missed terribly now that I was a full-time mother.  


Our family’s only pet at the moment was a cat, a rather portly and ageing grey called Toby who we’d had for more than a decade, since before Fraser and Pippa were born. It was dear old Toby who had given me the idea for this evening’s journey into the unknown. 


Toby was literally part of the furniture. He lay around the house, inanimate for most of the day, focused on the two main interests in his life: eating and sleeping. 


For most of his young life, Fraser had taken very little interest in his surroundings or Toby. He was obsessed with anything that had wheels or spun around and could spend hours watching a spinning washing machine, playing with an old DVD player or whirling the wheels of his up-ended buggy or a toy car, but beyond that very little seemed to engage him. Recently, however, I’d noticed that he was fascinated by Toby. He would lie alongside Toby while he snoozed, placing his head on the carpet so that he could stroke and try to communicate with him. 


Toby hadn’t reciprocated the interest. For a while he tolerated the intrusion into his space but he’d slowly become more and more wary of Fraser, especially when he was upset. On a couple of occasions, Fraser had begun screaming over some minor change to the household routine sending Toby running upstairs for cover. Since then he’d become visibly scared of him and given him a wide berth. Sometimes now he would scamper away at the sight of Fraser approaching. 


This didn’t really surprise me. I knew that Toby wasn’t a pet for a young child to play with, but Fraser’s behaviour had set me thinking. 


As the mother of an autistic child I knew I had to seize any opportunities and openings that came my way. They were few and far between, especially given where we lived, in an isolated house belonging to the Queen’s Scottish home, the Balmoral Estate, where Chris worked. There were no neighbouring families and, for a long time, we hadn’t been able to go to any toddler groups or anything like that because Fraser didn’t cope with those kinds of environments very well. His lack of social skills always bothered me, so seeing Fraser with Toby had made me wonder whether a pet might be a positive influence on him. Interaction was interaction, even if it was with a cat rather than a human. 


‘I think he might like a little friend. I think it might bring him out of himself a bit more,’ I said to Chris one evening over dinner. ‘Why don’t we try to find him a young cat that he can have a relationship with?’


We had been through so much already with Fraser that Chris, who is a very logical and grounded person, saw the flaws immediately. 


‘Are you sure?’ he said. ‘Won’t a cat just get frightened by Fraser, like Toby?’


‘What have we got to lose?’ I replied. ‘If we get it from a charity or rescue centre we can explain the situation and, if it doesn’t work, they would probably take the cat back.’ 


‘I guess so,’ said Chris, although I could tell he was unconvinced. 


The following day I sent an email to Cats Protection, what used to be known as the Cats Protection League, via their main website. I explained that Fraser had autism and a muscle condition that made him immobile and we were looking for a ‘special’ animal to be his friend. That was exactly the way I worded it, a ‘special’ friend. I had no great expectation of such a creature even existing. 


At first we didn’t get a reply. A part of me wondered whether they’d dismissed me as some kind of lunatic asking for a ‘special friend’ for her ‘special’ boy. But it turned out that the message had gone to the wrong branch. One morning I got a call suggesting that I contact the Deeside branch of Cats Protection which had, coincidentally, only been opened six months earlier. 


So I sent them an email and was soon contacted by the organiser, a lady called Liz who lived twenty minutes or so away from us, near the town of Aboyne. 


I could tell immediately that she understood what I was looking for. 


‘I’ve got a couple of cats that would be suitable. But I have a feeling I know which one you will go for,’ she said. ‘I’ll send you a photograph and some details.’ 


Almost immediately I’d received an email with a photo of two identical looking cats. They were both grey, slightly Oriental looking with white markings on their faces and bellies. They looked fairly young and were quite thin, almost scrawny, which made sense when I read the notes that Liz had attached. 


She explained that they’d been found in a council house in a nearby village. The occupants had done a moonlight flit. The council had arrived to board the house up but one of the neighbours had told the workmen there were cats living inside. Thank goodness the neighbour spoke up because, sure enough, when the council workers had broken in, they’d found four emaciated cats, living off scraps inside the house. They would have died if the house had been boarded up. 


Cats Protection was called in and they had taken all four cats. One of them, a large, black tomcat, had been rehomed pretty quickly but another cat and this pair of siblings, named Bear and Billy, were proving harder to place. 


It wasn’t at all obvious why Liz was so convinced one of these cats would be right for us simply from the photographs, but I was prepared to place my faith in her and take the chance. I asked her if we could set up a visit where Fraser could meet Billy and Bear and she suggested a date in a week’s time when we could travel to Aboyne. 


I’d learned through hard experience that Fraser didn’t like sudden and unexpected changes to his daily routine so I knew I’d have to pave the way for the visit and, especially, for a new arrival in the house. 


Over breakfast one morning, I got things rolling. 


‘Fraser, would you like to have a cat of your own that you could play with?’ I said. 


He looked at me studiously for a moment and then nodded. 


‘Yes please, Mummy,’ he said. 


There had been times when getting a single word from Fraser was a challenge, so three was an achievement. Encouraged by this I pressed on. 


Because he didn’t have the comprehension skills he needed we had got into the habit of printing a lot of pictures to help Fraser understand things. So I immediately ran off a couple of matchbox-sized prints of Bear and Billy so that he could see his potential new friends and begin to choose one of them. 


Again, his reaction had been really encouraging. He had taken the pictures to bed with him each night, placing them next to his bedside cabinet. He spent hours studying them. Goodness knows what thoughts had been going through his mind as he lay there, poring over the prints of these identical cats. 


Actually, I say identical, but the interesting thing was that he could immediately tell the difference between the pair. To my eyes, they were so similar that I had to write their names on the back of the pieces of paper to distinguish them. But Fraser knew which was which and repeatedly explained that ‘this is Billy and this is Bear’. Autism has so many quirks and complications to it – Fraser could barely walk and couldn’t communicate properly but he could tell the difference between these two doppelgänger cats. 


With this first objective out of the way, I then started to prepare him for our visit to Aboyne.  


This again was a big deal because we’d never really been to a stranger’s house before. Fraser got so apprehensive in unfamiliar surroundings that it often triggered panics. And even if he was happy in a new environment, he would always find something to fixate on and make life difficult. So we’d basically avoided visiting strangers with him since he was a baby. The only people we felt safe going to see were his grandparents, Chris’s mum and her partner, who lived on the northeast coast of Scotland, and my mum and dad, who lived in Essex. 


After a week of preparation, I was fairly confident that Fraser understood what was about to happen. We were going to see these two cats and if we liked them, one of them would come to live with us. As a final precaution to head off any meltdowns we’d told him that we were going to go on a Friday after Chris had finished work, which was often early, sometime around lunchtime. We wanted him to be prepared for the change in the normal, late afternoon routine. 


As it turned out, we set off a little later than planned and the sun was beginning to dip behind the mountains as we drove across the River Dee at the nearby town of Ballater and headed east towards Aboyne.  


Sitting in the car, my mind was racing. There was nothing too unusual in that. There were times when I wondered whether I had turned into the world’s most neurotic mother. But the truth of the matter was that as the parent of an autistic child I constantly had something to be anxious about. This evening the list of worries could have been as long as the River Dee. What if he didn’t like or was frightened by Liz? What if he didn’t like the look of her house? What if he was upset by a noise in the house? What if he didn’t like the cats? I didn’t know if the cats were inside or outside. How would he react to a cat inside a pen? In his autistic mind, cats, like Toby, were free to roam where they wanted, as and when they pleased. How would he feel about a cat being hemmed in? What if he just didn’t want to know and wouldn’t even get out of the car, which was entirely possible, probable in fact? On more than one occasion we had driven somewhere only for Fraser to start waving his arms, shouting ‘no, no, no’. We’d been forced to simply turn around and head home. Was that going to happen again? There were so many worries fighting with each other for a space in my head. Thank goodness I’d had the glorious Highland landscape to distract me. 
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The dying embers of the sun had dipped behind the mountains by the time we arrived at Liz’s house. As Chris pulled up Fraser was sitting forward in his seat, arching his neck to survey the scene. 


‘Is this where the cats live, Mummy?’ he said. 


I looked at Chris without having to say a word. It was one of the longest, most coherent sentences we’d ever heard Fraser speak. 


‘Yes, Fraser,’ I reassured him. 


As Chris parked up, I leaned over to check on Pippa. She was, in many ways, the polar opposite of Fraser. Travelling with her brother was always a challenge whereas with her it was a piece of cake, as she’d proven again this evening. She was still snoozing happily in her car seat so we decided to leave her there for what Chris and I assumed would be a pretty brief visit. We’d parked near the house so we weren’t wandering too far from view. 


No sooner had we got Fraser out of the car than Liz appeared at the door waving. I’d had a number of email exchanges with her in the preceding week and it was clear that she was well prepared because she immediately made a bee-line for Fraser. 


‘Hello, you must be Fraser, would you like to come and see the cats?’ she said. 


I held my breath for a second. More often than not, Fraser didn’t interact with people he hadn’t met before. If he felt uncomfortable or at all worried, he would refuse to make eye contact and start doing something to distract himself from the unwanted intrusion into his world. But that didn’t happen today. 


‘Yes please,’ he said, looking Liz straight in the eye. 


There was no question he was engaged. There was no shuffling around or looking disinterested. He still had the photo of the two cats in his hands. Chris and I looked at each other. We didn’t need to exchange any words. We knew something unusual was happening.


Liz explained to us that the cats were outside in a covered cattery area, which was a mixed blessing. On the one hand, I could forget about those anxieties about Fraser spotting a washing machine or a toaster and becoming so fixated on it that he forgot all about the cats. But at the same time, I was now worried about his reaction to seeing two cats in a pen. He was used to seeing Toby having the free run of our house. It was the sort of small detail that wouldn’t bother 99.99 per cent of children. But Fraser wasn’t part of the 99.99 per cent. 


My anxieties proved short-lived. Liz led us towards two large pens, lined with wire mesh. One was empty but in the other were two cats that were familiar from the photographs. Bear and Billy. They looked even more alike in the flesh and I really couldn’t tell them apart. 


‘I’m going to go inside there now, Fraser, OK?’ Liz said. He nodded, transfixed by the two cats. 


For a moment or two, Chris and I stood alongside Fraser, looking into the pen. 


There was a raised platform where the two cats were lying down. One was half asleep and was facing in the other direction but the other one was sitting bolt upright, looking intrigued at the new arrivals. 


‘This is Bear,’ Liz explained, pointing at the disinterested one. ‘And this is Billy.’


At that precise moment, the second cat immediately sprang on to Liz’s shoulder. He then jumped off and went straight to where Fraser was standing at the wire mesh. Fraser didn’t flinch, quite the opposite. He stood there smiling, fascinated by what he was seeing.  


‘Would you like to come in and say hello to Billy, Fraser?’ Liz said. 


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Mummy will you come with me?’ 


Again, Chris and I exchanged a fleeting look that spoke volumes. For other parents this might have seemed like nothing but to us, the parents of a boy who had spent the previous three years being frightened of everything, it was very exciting. What happened next, however, was beyond exciting. To me, it was mind-blowing. 


Inside the pen, Fraser immediately sat down on the floor. The anxious mother in me immediately thought to herself there’s cat hair everywhere, what if his asthma flares up?  But there was no time for me to over-analyse things. Before I knew it Billy had strolled straight over to Fraser and plonked himself on top of him, landing on his chest.  


Liz had clearly done a good job in feeding him since he’d arrived because now Billy was quite a big cat. The move came as a bit of a shock to Fraser who was nudged backwards by the weight. For a moment he just sat there, not quite sure what to make of what had just happened to him. In normal circumstances, I would have expected a bellowing scream. But I knew already these weren’t ordinary circumstances. There was no noise, no bad reaction. Nothing. 


Instinctively, Billy seemed to sense that Fraser wasn’t quite comfortable so he slid off his chest and adjusted his position so that his body weight wasn’t pressing on him anymore, just his front paws. He then extended his neck as far it could go so that he could nuzzle his head close to Fraser’s. The pair then sat there, cuddling each other quietly, as if there was no one else in the world but them. 


I was stunned. In many ways, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. 


‘It looks like Billy has already chosen you,’ Liz said, cutting through the silence. 


Liz, Chris and I exchanged smiles. Again, no one needed to speak. 


Fraser and Billy sat there for a couple of minutes, getting to know each other before Liz broke the ice. 


‘Would you like Billy to come home with you Fraser?’ she said.  


‘Yes please,’ he replied. 


‘All right, well I will talk to your mum and dad and we will get it sorted out,’ she said. 


She let them sit there for another minute or two before Chris said he needed to pop to the car to check on Pippa.


‘I think we’ll need to head home soon, unfortunately,’ I said to Liz. ‘So what happens next?’


‘I will have him checked and treated at the vets,’ she said. ‘Then he’ll be ready to move in.’ 


‘We are moving house soon which might have a bearing on when that happens,’ I said. 


‘Let’s talk on Monday, shall we?’ she said. 


‘Fine,’ I replied, hoping everything would work out for the best. 


I was worried that Fraser might be upset by the fact Billy wasn’t coming with us immediately but when we explained the situation he took it in his stride, just like everything else this evening. 


‘Chris, you do think Liz believed us when we said Fraser was autistic?’ I said as we began the return journey. 


He just laughed. 


‘Well to look at him tonight you wouldn’t have known there was a problem at all,’ I said. It was true. 


As usual, we had been fully prepared to turn around without even stepping out of the car. But we hadn’t seen any of Fraser’s more extreme behaviour. He had coped with everything, from visiting a stranger’s house to having a cat plonk itself on top of him. Within the context of our life with Fraser, it felt like a minor miracle. Our hunch had paid off. Perhaps we’d landed our trout. 
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On the way to Liz, Fraser had sat in his chair in the back of the car, as quiet as a mouse, lost in his own thoughts. Heading home he was transformed and talked animatedly all the way. 


‘Billy is going to be Fraser’s friend,’ he said at one point, holding up the photo.


‘That’s right Fraser,’ I replied, catching his eye in the rear view mirror. 


‘Billy is going to be Fraser’s very best friend,’ he said. 


 Out of the mouths of babes. None of us could have had any idea how profound those words would turn out to be.




Chapter 2


Arrivals
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As it turned out, Fraser and Billy were reunited sooner than we expected. 


 The original plan was to wait six weeks, until early August, when Liz would bring him to us. That was when we were due to relocate from our home for the past two years to a much more suitable place in a modern house in Easter Balmoral, on the edge of the Balmoral Estate, half a dozen miles away from our current isolated position. When I’d spoken to Liz on the Monday after our trip to Aboyne she’d recommended that we wait until we were settled in the new house before introducing Billy into the family. She thought that it might be disconcerting for him to have to get used to two new homes in such a short space of time. 


Surprisingly, Fraser handled this pretty well. In the days after our trip to see Billy and Bear, he had been very excited about his new pal arriving. With Fraser, excitement could easily become anxiety. But we’d learned through experience that the key to managing this was to reassure him about things at the start of each day. So each morning, before he raised the subject himself, we would remind him of what we’d said. 


‘Yes, Billy will come to the new house,’ he would repeat, sometimes to himself. 


He’d also kept his pictures of Billy and Bear by the side of his bed and regularly lay there looking at them at bedtime. That seemed to be enough for him. He was content to wait. 


As it turned out, it was Liz who couldn’t. About ten days after our trip to her house, she called unexpectedly.  My first reaction was to panic and think there was something wrong. In fact, she was taking in a large number of cats in the next few days and was wondering whether she could bring Billy over sooner. 


‘Well we’d be happy to do that, as long as you are happy,’ I said, mindful of what she’d said previously. 


‘I think he can cope with it. He’s a big personality, as you saw,’ she said. ‘I will need you to fill out some paperwork,’ she said. ‘Can I bring him over in a couple of days time?’


‘Of course,’ I said. 


And so it was that Liz and Billy arrived on the afternoon of June 27th 2011. It is a day that still lives in my memory, for all sorts of reasons.


Fraser had been at nursery that morning so Liz had agreed to come in the afternoon. When we’d told him about the change of plan he’d been really excited and hadn’t stopped talking about it. 


‘Billy’s coming, Billy’s coming,’ he kept saying. 


Ordinarily, the sound of an unfamiliar engine in the drive outside or an unexpected knock on the front door would send Fraser into a tailspin. There had been times when he’d crouched in the kitchen with his hands over his ears waiting for the postman to deliver his letters and leave. But when he heard a car pulling up late that afternoon he headed straight for the window. 


‘It’s Billy.’


Liz appeared at the door with a white, metal cage with fleecy bedding inside and a sliding rod that allowed the lid to flap up. It reminded me of a neighbour who had bred Siamese cats which she’d taken to cat shows around the country when I was a child. I’d spent hours in her house, playing with her litters of kittens and always saw these smart travel cages. 


Fraser was fascinated and was eagerly trying to spot Billy inside the carrier. 


‘Billy’s in the cage, Billy’s in the cage,’ he said excitedly as Liz brought it into the living room and began to remove the rod to lift the flap. 


‘Billy might want to run around and explore the house when he comes out,’ I told Fraser. He was a cat, after all, and was more than likely to head off investigating his new territory. 


But Fraser was too fixated on the cage from where his new friend was about to emerge to listen to me. 


I can still see what happened next in my mind’s eye. It was as if Billy had lived with us all his life. It was as if it was his home. As Liz opened the flap he just jumped out of the cage, took a cursory look around the living room then headed straight to Fraser. 


Liz and I exchanged another meaningful look. Within moments, Fraser and Billy had started interacting together. 


It was obvious they had both learned from the experience at Liz’s house because this time Fraser made the first move, bending down to say ‘hi’. He then leaned down so that Billy was close enough to start rubbing his face. Within moments they were lying horizontally on the carpet next to each other, stroking and caressing each other’s faces just as they’d done in Aboyne. 


It was a bright, very sunny afternoon and the light was pouring in through the window which gave me a chance to take a closer look at Billy. He was an unusual looking cat. His coat was a very luxurious, powdery grey colour with a v-shaped white marking in the centre of his face running from his mouth and nose between his eyes. He had white patches on his chest and on the base of his feet, like little white boots. He also had a strange, skin-coloured mark on his nose and on his paws. It was as if he’d been gouged or scratched but on closer inspection I could see that it was natural. He just didn’t have any hair there. It was obvious he was still very young and boisterous from the way he rolled around with Fraser. 


Liz and I just sat there, transfixed, watching the pair of them for a minute or so. We didn’t say a word. Again, I think we both knew that something very special was happening. 


After a while I invited her into the kitchen for a cup of tea and to finish the paperwork that she’d brought with her. We were still ploughing through all the release forms when I glimpsed Billy stalking the corridor outside the kitchen. 


He had finally decided to case the joint and was sticking his head in every available doorway and cupboard. I knew that the biggest surprise waiting for him was Toby. But when the house’s senior feline resident appeared on the landing there was nothing more than a bit of hissing and spitting. Within a few moments they had sussed each other out and moved on to something more interesting, in Toby’s case a warm corner back in the bedroom where he could curl up and get back to some serious snoozing. Billy carried on with his exploration for a little while but was soon heading back towards Fraser. 


The most memorable moment of a memorable day, to my mind at least, came when Liz left.  


Fraser is not an autistic boy who is devoid of any emotion. He has got a really sweet personality and can be very warm and affectionate. It was just rare that, especially at that stage in his young life, he made eye contact and was intimate or tactile with people other than his family. 


 As Liz prepared to go, he just walked up to her, wrapped his arms around her and said ‘thank you’. He had never touched or shown any affection or even a sign of interest in a stranger before, nor has he since. But he did that day. 


I know it was a moment that touched her very profoundly. She still talks about it publicly and says that, out of all the rehomings she has done, that’s the one that stands out. Needless to say, it affected me pretty deeply too. 


As I watched Fraser wave her off, I could feel myself welling up. It wasn’t unusual. I’d shed so many tears over Fraser. The difference was that, for the first time in a very, long time, I was crying through pure happiness. 
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From the very beginning, my life with Fraser had pushed me to the very edge emotionally. There were times when I – and everyone around me – had seriously wondered whether I’d make it. 


I’d become a mother relatively later in life, in my early thirties. Chris and I had met when I was 20 and he was 25 and had been married for ten years before we decided to have children. Truth be told, we were the sort of couple who thought we’d never have kids. We had such a stress-free and easy-going life. He was an electrician and I worked as a trainer for a big firm of legal publishers, dividing my time between offices in Hampshire and in Swiss Cottage, London. We lived in a three-bedroom terraced house on an estate in Andover, not far from Southampton on the south coast of England. We’d bought it as an investment really but we had relished the challenge and, thanks to Chris’s ability as an all-round handy man, we’d been able to strip it bare and make it our own. It wasn’t a palace, but it was the home that we’d made. We were very happy there and had led what I suppose to many would have seemed an enviable lifestyle, taking foreign holidays and socialising with friends. 


But then one day Chris had come home and said he’d been thinking about us starting a family. It was the kind of bombshell that can cause problems in a marriage, but in this case it didn’t because I had quietly been thinking along similar lines. I came from a very tight-knit family background and was one of two children myself. I remained really close to my mum and dad and loved the idea of sharing grand-children with them. When we told them and our friends about our plans they were all in shock; they all thought we had lost leave of our senses. They knew, probably much better than us, that the carefree existence that we’d been enjoying was going to come to an abrupt end. But we didn’t care. 


 I had always been someone who planned things, so once we made the decision to have a family I had begun mapping it all out: the house we were going to buy, the bedrooms the children were going to have, the schools, the holidays, the ponies they were going to ride. What’s the old saying? If you want to make God laugh, tell him your plans. If that’s true then he must have had a real chuckle watching mine unravel so spectacularly. 


There’s no easy way of saying this – Fraser was the pregnancy from hell. In every way, shape and form. The first problem was that I put on an enormous amount of weight. And I mean enormous. I ended up being so heavy that I developed a condition that required me to walk on crutches. I am only small, five feet one to be precise, so as a result of this my pelvis softened when I was twenty weeks into the pregnancy. 


This caused all sorts of problems, primarily because I often had to commute from Andover to London for work, which was a real challenge on crutches. As if that wasn’t painful enough, I then developed pre-eclampsia in the run up to the birth. 


At the end of February 2008 I was taken into hospital in Winchester and induced, which was when things really took a turn for the worse. Again, it was a reminder that your plans don’t always work out. In my mind, I was going to have a natural birth with lovely, ethereal music playing and everybody smiling as my beautiful baby emerged grinning from ear to ear. It was all going to be fine and dandy. But, of course, the reality was totally different. 


My labour lasted for three days, the longest and most traumatic three days of my life. On the second day I was given an epidural to relieve the excruciating pain that I’d been in ever since I’d arrived in hospital, but it wasn’t really effective. At 6am on the morning of the third day, March 1st, they decided I needed an emergency C-section and I was rushed into an operating theatre. The surgeon reassured me that Fraser and I would be fine and my labour would soon be over. That was the last I knew about it. I was given a general anaesthetic and I spent the delivery unconscious. When I came round, I was told that I’d given birth to a baby boy, a whopper, weighing 8 pounds and 13 ounces.


Given the problems I’d had it was, I suppose, not surprising that my first few hours of motherhood were far from perfect. I spent the first day of Fraser’s life pretty much out cold. It was hideous. I can remember at one point I was so delirious from the drugs and the exhaustion that when someone started talking to me about my baby, I started laughing. I told them they were bonkers. ‘What on earth are you talking about? I’m not having a baby,’ I apparently said. 


[image: ]


There are photographs of me and Fraser together during his first few hours and they don’t lie. I looked totally zonked out. It was far from the glowing photo of a beaming, new mum holding her baby. 


Fortunately, Chris and my mum were there. Chris has always been my rock, but even he was in a state of shock most of the time because he didn’t know what was going on. He didn’t know if his wife and baby were alive at one point apparently, it was all so dramatic. But I don’t know what I’d have done without him. 


The person who really suffered during those first, traumatic hours was Fraser. Because of the nature of the delivery, both of us were a concern for the doctors. They were worried about Fraser because his head was swollen and worried about me because I was bleeding so much. As a result of this, he and I hadn’t really bonded. Chris and my mum had held and cuddled him but everybody felt that I should be the first person to feed and dress him. The problem was that I was either unconscious or delirious so, in the end, a nurse had to do it. Fraser was very distressed about this apparently. 


I am not so naive to think that I was the first mother to have a difficult birth, nor will I be the last. But I do hope that the experience I went through in those first days isn’t one that many other new mothers go through. It was awful and haunts me to this day. 


It was the second day after the labour when I was more compos mentis that I began to realise that something was wrong. It was as if Fraser was born really, really angry. During the second twenty four hours all he did was scream. No matter what I did, he just screamed and screamed. 


 A year and a half or so later, in November 2010 when I was planning how to approach Pippa’s delivery, the doctors encouraged me to look at the medical notes that were filed during Fraser’s birth. They thought it would help to avoid the same complications. It had all been a fog at the time but when I looked back at those notes it really opened my eyes to what I’d been through with Fraser. I had known there was something wrong from the very beginning. In fact I had used those very words on a few occasions to nurses: ‘There is something wrong with him,’ I had said, I ‘didn’t like the way he looked’ and I’d also commented that he appeared to be ‘really, really cross about something’. I got no meaningful response at the time but it’s something that has become so significant to me now. I remember one nurse telling me that maybe I needed to cuddle him a bit more! As if I hadn’t spent every waking minute doing precisely that.


I was discharged after a couple of days and headed home with Fraser imagining that he might settle down there, but that didn’t happen. Back at our house in Andover he picked up where he’d left off in hospital – he just screamed and screamed. Again, it seemed to me like it was frustration at something, as if he was screaming with rage. Instinctively I blamed myself. I felt like he was angry with me because I was getting everything wrong. I wasn’t holding him right, I wasn’t feeding him right, I wasn’t dressing him right. As a new mother, I should probably have been thinking about forging that magical bond with my child. But I didn’t feel that, at all. I just felt like I was constantly fire fighting. 
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