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It was a long journey to get the education and qualifications she needed, especially with a young family, but she was determined and never doubted her decision. Following her training, she spent three years working within the NHS, but her naturally independent spirit fought against the constraints of the system and twelve years ago she decided to set up on her own. Virginia works with mothers who want to give birth at home naturally, something which Virginia believes in passionately. 350 births later, Virginia still loves what she does.

The Baby’s Coming is Virginia’s memoir and tells the stories of her training as a midwife as well as some of the most memorable of those 350 births: the most dramatic, the most touching. Virginia particularly remembers the births of her own grandchildren whose arrivals in the world were some of the most special moments for her as both a midwife and grandmother.


About the Author

Virginia Howes has been an independent midwife since 2000, setting up the Kent Midwifery Practice with her friend Kay in 2003. She is on the board of Independent Midwives UK and is a vocal campaigner for them, and for women’s rights to choose a birth that is treated as a normal physiological part of life, rather than a medical emergency. She shares her time between Ashford, Kent, where she lives with her partner Sean and youngest daughter, and the family home in Turkey. All four of her own children are now grown-up and she is grandmother to three boys and a girl – with another on the way in September.


Acknowledgements

When I read about the struggles some writers have getting a book published I have to pinch myself to believe that at my first attempt I have become an author! I would not, however, have done so without the help of my management team, Pat and Ceri, who saw promise in my work the very first time I approached them; or Emma, Jo and Emily from Headline Publishing, who kept my feet on the ground but my head in the air with excitement.

With this book all finished I still miss Charlotte (and her dog) and the many laughs we had as she helped to weave my stories into the timeline of what has been the trials and tribulations of my life, it was a great journey and one which made me recall times, people and places long forgotten. I look forward to being your midwife one day, Charlotte.

I wish I could have written more about the professionals who have had such a positive influence on my learning throughout my career (and about those who didn’t). Thanks go to Dr Haken Coker in Turkey for allowing me to use his name in this book and I hope his childbirth education programme Birth With No Regrets, goes from strength to strength. I want to thank Sue Eve who was my supervisor for many years, as well as every one of my independent colleagues who I know I can count on whenever they are needed, and of course my friend and colleague Kay who has supported me (and vice versa) through thick and thin both during work times and the difficulties of everyday life.

Of course I want to thank every single one of the women included in this book for allowing me to include their stories. I also want to thank all those women whose stories have not been used (I may just start on my second book soon) because you are all in there too, between the lines, between the passing weeks and years. I still think of every single one of you and if anyone reading this has been a client and we have lost touch please find me in on Facebook or Twitter and say ‘hi’.

Most importantly I want to thank my family: my lovely mum, my nieces and my beautiful children, not only for being the best grown-up kids there could ever be, but also for allowing me to achieve the most wonderful thing any mother, grandmother and midwife could dream of: to be midwife at all of her grandchildren’s home births. What could be better? What could possibly surpass that in life? 

Lastly I want to thank Sean for all his love and support through the good times and bad of my career, for his help, his love and his push for me to write this book. He is such a handsome man, witty, charming, talented, smart, clever and so affectionate. (Hmmm? He wrote the last sentence but as I always I like to find the funny side of things I am leaving it in!)


Disclaimer

In order to protect the privacy and, in some cases, the medical confidentiality of the people concerned, certain characters have had names and other details changed, and some characters or their stories are composites of several different experiences. Everything that is in the book happened in real life, but the details may be slightly different from the way they are told in this book.


Prologue

Knocking on my daughter’s front door, I tapped my foot agitatedly; every cell of my body pounding with maternal instinct to get inside and check all was well.

As her partner Robert let me in, I rushed through to the kitchen to find a heavily pregnant Sophie standing next to the counter, her hands on her hips and her legs straddled apart like she was about to perform a squat.

Her eyes were glued downwards as she stared in disbelief at the stream of water trickling from her body to form a puddle on the floor.

Immediately I morphed into a no-nonsense midwife.

‘Here,’ I said, grabbing the mop and pushing it into Robert’s hands.

‘Sophie, why are you just standing there?’ I asked, bending down to study the liquid. ‘Come on, chop, chop! You’re about to become a midwife yourself so you know this is normal. The water is clear, your baby is due and well grown so everything is fine. Go on upstairs and get yourself cleaned up.’

Sophie had gone into labour a week before her due date after we’d enjoyed a day as a family at a car race meeting. In hindsight, considering Sophie had spent the day traipsing tirelessly up and down steep, grassy banks to visit the toilet, it was really no surprise that all that ascending and descending had brought on the labour.

But when Robert called to alert me, at 9pm, a mere hour after we’d arrived home, the news caused me to spring from the sofa like a startled cat. I’d never been more surprised or excited.

‘Put her on the phone,’ I’d demanded, my heart beating fast.

‘Hi Mum!’ Sophie’s voice filtered down the line, a mix of nerves and excitement.

‘Is it really your waters, Sophie?’ I’d questioned. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Mum, there is no doubt!’ she’d exclaimed in a high-pitched tone. ‘I’m flooding the place!’

‘OK, I’m on my way.’

I’d quickly grabbed my equipment bag, keys and phone and hurtled out the door, arriving at my daughter’s home in under three minutes.

Now reassured that everything was normal, I watched amused as Sophie waddled across the room with her legs apart, gingerly holding the soggy material of her leggings away from her.

‘Make sure you put heavy pads on because there will be more fluid to come,’ I called out as she began to climb the stairs.

After helping Robert clean up the kitchen floor I headed upstairs where I found Sophie in a clean nightie. I tucked her into bed, bringing the duvet up to her chin.

‘Try and get some sleep while you can – before the contractions start,’ I whispered softly, stroking her long, dark hair. ‘I’ll be back as soon as you need me.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ Sophie said, smiling appreciatively and suddenly looking a lot younger than her 25 years. It felt like only yesterday that I’d been tucking her into bed each night with a ‘straddle and a coke’ (a cuddle and stroke) – her words for me holding her in my arms and gently stroking her arms and face. Now my ‘baby’ was going to have her very own baby. And as both her mum and midwife I was going to be there for her every step of the way.

Returning home, feeling tired after a busy and exciting day, I quickly got ready for bed. Best to get some rest while I can, I reasoned. I suspected it would only be a few hours before Sophie called on me. Putting on my pyjamas I clambered into bed. I was asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.

Awakening to a shrill sound, I stirred, trying to steer my brain through the fog. Sophie? But as I blinked sleepily I realised it wasn’t the telephone but rather the morning chorus of birds chirping outside. I sat up with a start. Sophie hadn’t called. What time was it?

Grabbing my phone I stared at the display in disbelief, already 8.30am and no call. I immediately scrolled down to Sophie’s number and pushed the call button.

‘Hello,’ answered a tired voice. ‘Oh, Mum, I’ve had a horrible night.’

‘Why?’ I barked. ‘Are you having contractions? Why didn’t you call me?’

‘No, Mum, I haven’t felt a thing,’ she said. ‘But this bloody water keeps coming out of me. I’ve had the worst night ever. It feels like I’ve got a soggy nappy on!’

‘OK,’ I laughed. ‘I will come over very soon.’

Quickly flicking through my diary I cancelled all my appointments for the next few days and set off to see my daughter.

I’d hoped things would get going pretty swiftly but, despite Sophie having contractions on and off throughout the day, by that evening everything had once again calmed down and there was no sign of active labour commencing.

As I returned home to bed, I found myself restless and anxious. With Sophie’s waters having broken and no regular contractions, there was a small chance of infection. I’d feel a lot more at ease once active labour was underway.

‘Her waters are clear, her temperature is normal and she’s a healthy woman carrying a healthy baby,’ I chastised myself, urging my brain to think like a midwife and switch off the ‘apprehensive mother’ mode.

I must have drifted off at some point as the loud ring of my telephone at 6.15am caused my heart to pound in my chest. Grappling with the receiver I held it to my ear, blinking as the dawn light began to creep through my curtains.

‘It’s started now, Mum,’ Sophie said, her voice breathy with excitement and nerves. ‘I had a huge contraction at 6am and another nine minutes later. The last one was only five minutes ago.’

‘OK, darling, I am coming now,’ I said, having already begun to dress. After 32 hours, the wait was over. My grandchild was on its way at last.

Arriving at Sophie’s house, I found Robert filling the water pool in the front room and a rather sorry-looking Sophie leaning over the edge of the sofa holding a hot-water bottle to her tummy and tears streaming down her face.

‘Don’t cry, darling,’ I said, feeling my own stomach convulse with the discomfort of seeing my child in pain. Suddenly I could understand why people question whether a mother is the correct person to act as caregiver in a situation like this. But when Sophie had announced her pregnancy she’d immediately asked for me to be there, to care and champion her as she had her much-wanted water birth at home. Yes, I was emotionally involved, but that wasn’t going to affect my ability to care for her. I’d be mother, midwife, comforter and rock all rolled into one.

‘Come on, Sophie,’ I said, as she continued to sob. ‘You knew this was going to be tough. But you will be OK. You are OK. Now let’s get you over to the toilet.’

Guiding my still-sniffling daughter to the bathroom, I supported her petite frame as she sat on the loo and used the position to rock through the colossal contractions.

After the original delay everything was moving fast and just over four hours from that first contraction at 6am, I could see something building in her. Her body was starting to heave downwards.

‘Time to get in the pool, I think,’ I said as I helped her up off the toilet and into the front room.

Sophie took off her nightie and submerged herself into the warm, soothing water.

‘Where’s Robert?’ she asked.

‘I’ll go and find him,’ I said.

Going upstairs I was stunned to see Robert cleaning the bathroom with gusto. Knowing Robert’s usual intense aversion to household chores that was really saying something about his nerves.

‘She’s in the pool now, Robert,’ I told him, keeping a straight face before heading back downstairs.

‘He’s coming now,’ I reported back to Sophie. A few minutes later a pale-faced Robert ambled down the stairs to join us.

Having spent the last three years training to be a midwife, Sophie was well used to delivering babies but as her own child descended down through her pelvis with uncontrollable force she was fearful just like any other first-time mother.

‘Mum, please help me. Make it stop,’ she said, gripping the sides of the pool, her eyes full of panic.

‘Please, my darling, have confidence, you can do this,’ I said, doing my best to calm her. ‘It won’t harm you and soon you will have your darling baby in your arms.’

As I stroked her hair, my eyes fixed on her anguish-filled face, there was a sizeable lump in my throat. With Sophie’s eyes closing as the contractions momentarily subsided, I glanced down at my tightly clasped hands now white with tension. I vowed to keep a smile plastered to my face to reassure both Sophie and Robert that all was well.

Six more rounds of contractions came and went before I caught a glimpse of the wispy blonde hair at the top of the baby’s head.

‘I can see the baby, sweetheart,’ I said. ‘It’s coming, darling! You’re nearly there.’

As Robert and I peered into the pool we watched as a small face appeared upside down in the water, tiny bubbles spiralling up from its mouth as the pressure of being in the birth canal squeezed amniotic fluid from the baby’s lungs.

We held our breath as with one final push, the baby squeezed and manoeuvred through the tiny space of his mother’s body and broke free into the water, little limbs flailing.

Reaching through her legs, Sophie immediately scooped up the baby bringing him up through the water to the surface with ease. A little boy!

‘Hello, baby,’ Sophie cried, wet hair plastered to her smiling, euphoric face.

I watched awestruck as the baby’s skin started to change colour and he let out the faintest, tiniest squeak – barely a cry but enough to acknowledge he was breathing, healthy and fine.

Throwing my arms around Sophie and Robert I began to cry quietly, warm tears of relief and ecstatic happiness trickling down my cheeks.

‘Jesse, this is Noonie,’ Sophie whispered later when, all wrapped up warm on the sofa, she passed my grandson to me. Gently holding him in my arms, I gazed at the beautiful boy, the newest addition to our family – baby of my baby, flesh of my flesh.

Throughout my whole career as a midwife there had never been a more perfect moment than this …


Chapter One

Lying on my back I gripped the bars of my hospital bed, clenching my jaw as I felt the pain of a contraction throbbing in my back.

‘Oh my God!’ I thought. ‘I never imagined it would be as bad as this.’

I was alone in a birthing suite at All Saints’ Hospital in Chatham, Kent, having been brought in the night before – ten days overdue – to be induced. It was July 1976 and I was giving birth to my first baby at the age of 17.

Prior to the intense pain, I’d been excited, smiling and chatting to a kindly student midwife who was there throughout my labour.

I was one of the youngest mums giving birth that day but this was no unplanned teenage pregnancy. My desire to have a baby had been burning away since the age of 12 when I’d been told I might never have children.

I’d learnt this very adult news after going to hospital with stomach pain caused by a ruptured cyst on my right ovary.

After having surgery to remove my damaged ovary, I’d awoken feeling sore and unlucky but by far the worst pain was my prognosis.

Around two weeks after the operation I was laying on the sofa at home snuggled under a blanket watching TV when my mum, Lillian, came into the room, gently shifted my legs and sat down next to me.

‘I need to talk to you,’ she said, her face serious. ‘After your operation the doctor told me you might have some problems with your periods. They might be every other month because your right ovary is gone.’

‘Does that mean I can’t have babies?’ I asked.

‘We don’t know,’ Mum said. ‘Your other ovary might take over but we’ll have to wait and see.’

Afterwards I lay on the sofa feeling dazed and unsure of what was going on. I’d already had a lot of contact with babies as my brother Stephen had two daughters – Karen, three, and one-year-old Diane.

I loved being an aunty and was never happier than when spending time with my nieces. As I chased Karen around the garden and nursed baby Diane on my knee, I already had that warm, maternal longing to have a baby.

My recovery after the operation was slow and it was made even worse when I suffered complications because of an abscess on the wound. It was ten weeks before I could return to school.

I was a year into my education at grammar school but, despite being confident and bright, I found the strict regimes of my new school hard to deal with. I’d always been top of my class at primary school but, after having so much time off, I was now behind with my work and struggling to catch up. I wasn’t offered any help and if a teacher reacted negatively towards me I’d rebel against them. More than once I had a blackboard rubber thrown at me. It was a shame because if a teacher praised me I’d work really hard but being so ill left me lacking in energy and enthusiasm to prove I could do well. Instead I was lazy with my homework and made minimal effort in class.

I was never in a gang or group and, feeling like a bit of a square peg in a round hole, I rebelled in my own way, objecting to the rules for rules’ sake by refusing to do my homework, change for physical education or bunking off school to stay at home and read. I’d always been a book worm and would stay up late into the night gripped by the storyline of a good book. My other passion was riding and occasionally I’d go to the local stables after school or at the weekend to have riding lessons. It was my dream to have a horse but, while my parents indulged me a lot, they drew the line at buying me a pony!

While my adolescent friends spent break times chatting about boys and fashion or fantasising about meeting their music idols, such as Marc Bolan and David Bowie, I had other dreams.

All I wanted was to leave school and be a mum. The sooner I could get married and find out if I’d be able to have a baby the better.

Over time my periods returned but the fact I only had one ovary still felt like a worrying disadvantage. My longing to be a mum only intensified when my aunt Edna, my mum’s sister, had a baby boy called Andrew.

Suddenly I was spending as much time as I could at her house carrying Andrew around on my hip pretending he was my baby. I also fed him, took him out in his pram and changed his nappy. Aunt Edna didn’t mind at all, having had two babies close together later in life she found having an extra pair of hands very helpful.

I was 14 when I met Mark who, in perfect keeping with the life I’d imagined for myself, would marry me and father my first child within three years.

I’d been getting off the bus and on my way to take my dog, Kimmy, to an obedience class when I’d noticed a good-looking blonde boy grinning at me as he ambled past. As I returned his smile, he doubled back to talk to me.

‘What’s her name?’ he asked, running his hand over Kimmy’s black fur.

‘Kimmy,’ I said as my pet licked his fingers appreciatively.

‘Can I walk with you?’

‘OK,’ I agreed.

Mark told me he was 18 and worked at the local dockyard. He lived in Chatham a few streets from the road I’d been born in and we later discovered he’d been the milkman’s boy who delivered our family’s milk years before.

When I came out of the obedience class 30 minutes later I was pleased to see he’d waited for me. He even caught the bus home with me and walked me to my front door, a route that took him a fair bit out of his way.

We agreed to meet the next day, with Mark inviting me to tea at his house. Poking my head shyly round the door, I’d been shocked to find his mum had laid on a spread of jelly and ice cream as if I were someone really special.

I introduced Mark to my parents soon after and they did not appear to be bothered by the age gap until a year later when my dad, Charlie, discovered that the relationship had gone beyond a kiss goodbye at the front door. This resulted in a huge family argument and me declaring, ‘I love him! We’re going to get married when I’m sixteen!’

‘No you’re not!’ Dad shouted back.

‘I’m not sure who I’m more angry with,’ Mum barked at Dad and I during the resulting showdown. ‘You for breaching her trust or you for having underage sex!’

‘It’s illegal!’ Dad continued. ‘I’ve got a good mind to report Mark to the police.’

By now I was crying. ‘Please don’t!’ I sobbed. ‘I love him! We’re going to get married when I’m sixteen!’

‘No you’re not!’ Dad said. ‘And you’re not sleeping with Mark again.’

That was the end of the discussion for now but when I turned 16 and left school, having gained no qualifications, to take a full-time job in the newsagent where I’d worked for two years, I approached Mum again.

‘I want to get married,’ I said.

‘You’re too young,’ came the inevitable reply.

‘No, I’m not,’ I argued. ‘I want to have a baby and if I’m going to get married before that happens then I need your permission.’

I really didn’t want to disappoint my parents and I continued to beg and plead until eventually Mum gave in. She loved me very much and wanted to make me happy; in turn, my dad idolised her and she could always talk him round.

With my parents’ blessing Mark and I set the date for 26 April 1975 – two months after my 16th birthday. I didn’t want a big fuss – as long as it was a white wedding attended by friends and family I was happy.

We chose a local church, St Philip and St James’, I asked a neighbour to make my dress and chose my nieces as bridesmaids.

Back in 1976 girls often had to get married in dubious circumstances and I was proud I was doing it right.

‘I’m not pregnant!’ I’d tell anyone who’d listen.

But as soon as my marriage certificate was signed, sealed and delivered it was time to start making babies!

Mark and I lived with my parents for four months before moving into a new two-bedroom rented home in Lordswood, four miles from Chatham and close to where my folks lived.

We were both working and used our own money to furnish the house ourselves with furniture picked from catalogues that we could pay off monthly. I was very independent and the only things I turned to Mum for was the use of her twin-tub washing machine. I was very proud of my home and kept it spotless.

In September 1975, a month after we’d moved in, I realised that I’d missed two periods and went to the doctor. He instructed me to pee in a urine cup and return a week later, when I sat in the surgery waiting room fidgeting impatiently. Finally my name was called.

‘We have your test results back,’ he said. ‘You’re pregnant.’

As a massive smile spread across my face, I could have kissed him! I felt like I’d won the football pools. I was so happy.

My pregnancy progressed very normally, although I did suffer a bad bout of morning sickness. For weeks all it took was the chemical ‘new carpet’ smell at home to set me off and there were plenty of other everyday scents that instantly made me gag.

One cold, rainy, winter morning as I travelled to work on the bus, I found myself squashed up against the window. With every stop the bus got increasingly hot and steamy as more and more commuters piled on board and suddenly the stuffy smell of stale coats began to overpower me. I felt a sickness starting low in my stomach.

‘Oh God, I’m going to be sick,’ I thought.

There was nowhere to escape and the bus was so crowded that I couldn’t even lean forward to be sick on the floor. As the bile rose in my throat all I could do was clamp my gloved hand against my mouth and swallow the contents back down again. Thankfully, I only had to endure that for a few weeks but now when the women I care for tell me their own morning sickness stories I am always transported back to that awful vomit moment!

Unlike today, I had no internet, TV shows, books or magazines to educate me about pregnancy and childbirth, and as my bump grew I didn’t know what to expect. The only information I got was from other pregnant friends, who knew little more than I did.

At hospital check-ups I was weighed, measured, prodded and poked with no explanation why and I didn’t think to ask any questions. All I knew was that I was having a baby and I was going to breastfeed as my mum had. It wasn’t really an informed choice as all I knew was that it would help me lose weight!

If I had aches or pains I’d go to Mum for advice and I loved it when she told stories about her own pregnancies with Stephen and me.

My brother had arrived while Dad was away in the Navy and Mum, a very naive 17-year-old, had gone into hospital completely clueless as to how her baby would be born. Would it arrive via the stork or did she pick it up from the cabbage patch?

‘I was in the toilets at the hospital when I asked another pregnant woman how my baby was going to get out,’ she said. ‘She just looked at me and laughed, before telling me: “The same way it got in!”’

I also loved Dad’s story of how he’d been there to see my birth – something that was highly unusual for 1959, when men were normally banned from the room until baby arrived.

‘Of course your mum started to get strong contractions half an hour after the midwife left,’ he told me rolling his eyes. ‘She said to me: “Quick, Charlie, go and catch up with the midwife!” so I left the house and started running up the road to find her. I ran and ran until I spotted her on her bike cycling along a road parallel to the one I was on. I was running and yelling down each alleyway but she couldn’t hear me! Finally, just as I was about to collapse she looked my way and I yelled: “Lillian’s in labour!”’

By the time Dad got home, Mum was in active labour upstairs and the head was already showing.

‘Fat lot of good he was,’ Mum said, finishing the story. ‘He ran up to me, pulled the blanket over me and said, “Cover yourself up!” The doctor and midwife arrived then and your dad stayed in the room to watch his “Little Peach” being born. He was the talk of the estate!’

As my stomach ballooned, I began the highly anticipated countdown to my due date. But, to my disappointment, it came and went. I tried everything – hot baths and spoonfuls of gooey castor oil – to bring it on but frustratingly ten days past my due date, still nothing had happened.

Finally I went into hospital on a Wednesday night so I could be induced the following day. There I lay in bed stroking my swollen stomach and savouring the feeling of kicking inside me. It blew my mind to think that very soon I’d have a baby of my own.

Throughout the night I awoke feeling discomfort and twinges of pain in my back and by the next morning it was obvious that I was starting to have mild contractions. But when I told the midwife she seemed uninterested.

‘Let’s get you off for your bath,’ she said. ‘Then we can induce you.’ In hindsight, it’s obvious to me that I was showing all the signs of being well on my way to a natural labour and I really didn’t need to be induced. I should have got up out of that bed and walked out, but being young I did exactly what I was told.

I had been denied breakfast and I was starving! Denying women in labour food and drink, except for sips of water or sucking on ice chips, was normal practice in 1976, although there was no evidence to support doing so, and this continued until I was a qualified midwife. However, as it has since been discovered by research, women who were starved in this way would smuggle in food. I had been given a box of chocolates the night before by a visitor and, without the midwife knowing, I gobbled chocolates every time her back was turned.

At 10am I was taken to a small room for my induction where I lay on my back on the bed as the midwife put a drip into a vein in my arm.

‘There you go. Shouldn’t be long now,’ she said. ‘I’ll be back in a bit.’

Although at first my contractions seemed mild, by 11am they were coming on in great whopping waves that shocked the life out of me. I gritted my teeth silently and gripped the bed bars as each contraction hit with the feeling of an intense, deep period pain – only 100 times worse.

All the pain was in my back, probably because I was lying down the whole time. I didn’t know then that it would be easier if I got up and moved around. I just followed the midwife’s lead and accepted that lying on my back was what I should do.

After a while Mark arrived wearing a gown and a mask that could not hide the huge Cheshire Cat grin on his face. I was also pleased to see the smiling, youthful face of a student midwife, who was only a few years older than me and seemed a lot warmer than the more senior midwife who’d hardly cracked a smile all morning.

Although she chatted to me between the contractions it still seemed like an eternity of pain.

‘How much longer?’ I whined to the senior midwife the next time she checked my heart rate.

‘We can’t answer that,’ she said matter-of-factly.

Whether she took my question to mean that I couldn’t cope, I don’t know, but at some point she walked in with a tray and gave me an injection.

I had no idea what it was but soon after I began to feel very sleepy and docile. I found out later that this was a sedative called pethidine which is administered for pain relief.

While I am sure the midwife had my best interests at heart, I didn’t need the drug and I hadn’t asked for it. You would never hear of a labouring woman being given it unsolicited these days but in the 70s that’s what they did and you didn’t argue.

After five hours, I began to feel the pressure of the baby’s head. It felt like I was going to burst in two but I was so drugged up that the memory is hazy.

‘Come on now, push,’ the midwife instructed as I gripped Mark’s hand.

Just after 4pm I finally squeezed my baby out into the midwife’s hands. As I flopped back on the bed, I heard a lusty cry and lifted my head to see my baby.

‘It’s a boy,’ the midwife said as my heart soared. ‘He’s eight pounds two ounces.’

‘What are you going to call him?’ the student midwife asked, smiling.

‘Matthew,’ I said, sharing the name I’d had picked out since the age of 14.

My face fell as the senior midwife walked off with my son, placing him in a glass box cot by the wall – ten feet from me.

‘Please bring him close to me,’ I asked.

When she ignored me and walked out the room, I turned to the student midwife with pleading eyes.

She hesitated before walking to the cot and wheeling it over to the bed.

‘Just a minute, mind,’ she whispered. ‘We need to get you both to the ward.’

As everything and everyone else vanished from my consciousness, I lay on my side, eyes transfixed to Matthew’s face who was wrapped up tight in a sheet. He was mostly bald with blond wispy hair and had a brown birth mark on his foot. Every part of my body ached to hold him. Straining from the bed I leant over and stroked his face.

My cooing was interrupted by a dishy male doctor who’d come to give me some stitches. My legs were put in stirrups and, to my acute embarrassment, he set to work on me.

‘Do you sew at home?’ I quipped, trying to cover up my embarrassment with chatter as I always do. Finally he’d finished the job and I got back to gazing at Matthew, as the student midwife watched on smiling.

Many years later I bumped into her in Tesco and we chatted about my labour.

‘I never forgot you,’ she said. ‘I always remember how calm and happy you were. You are the only mum I’ve known to be laughing and getting excited between contractions.’

With the stitching completed, it was time for me to be taken off to the postnatal ward. As they wheeled me along the corridor I felt completely euphoric.

‘Look what I’ve done!’ I wanted to shout. It felt like I was the only woman in the world clever enough to have done something so amazing. It probably had a lot to do with my surge of post-birth hormones!

I was quickly settled into the postnatal ward while Matthew was taken off to the nursery.

‘When do I get to see my baby again?’ I asked a passing midwife.

‘Tomorrow morning,’ she said firmly.

I was awake all night listening to the sounds of the babies crying in the nursery and wondering if it were my son. Finally at 6am, after being woken from a light sleep with a cup of tea, I heard the distant rumble of all the cots being wheeled into the ward by the midwives as they pushed one in front and one behind and, after checking the name cards, delivered the babies to the new mothers.

All the mums on the ward were sat up in bed in collective torture as they awaited the telltale sound of a cot heading their way.

Finally Matthew was placed in my arms – perfect and beautiful just as I remembered from the night before.

This was my first chance to breastfeed Matthew, almost 14 hours after his birth, and it only occurred to me years later that my baby must have been given formula milk overnight without my permission. It’s no wonder that breastfeeding took such a nosedive at that time.

With Matthew in my arms, I bared my breast and sat patiently while a midwife held his head and pushed his lips against my nipple. It took a bit of coaxing but eventually he latched on. I was ecstatic!

I was to spend a total of ten days in hospital, with every moment of my post-baby recovery following a strict protocol.

‘Put that baby down in the cot, you’ll spoil it,’ a midwife barked at me whenever I was caught cradling Matthew for too long.

Any visitors, including Mark, were instructed to queue at the nursery door to peer through the glass at Matthew, and the first time his father held him was on the way home in the car.

As I sat in the back next to my little family while my dad drove and my mum sat in the front gazing back at all three of us, I felt so proud.

I loved motherhood and found Matthew to be a good, easy baby. He was a contented, happy little soul who slept for hours and put on weight easily.

Nineteen seventy-six was one of the hottest years on record and Matthew grew into a responsive, happy, chubby-cheeked fat baby. He was very low-maintenance and I could easily leave him outside in the shade on a blanket with his toys. Sweetly, he was too scared of the grass to crawl off the blanket so if I popped inside for five minutes I’d return to find him exactly where I’d left him – sitting on his blanket playing contently.

I didn’t have a car so I used to walk everywhere with Matthew in his big navy pram. Mostly I would go to Mum and Dad’s or visit friends I’d met at mother and baby classes who’d had babies around the same time.

Sadly, although I loved being a mum, it turned out that I wasn’t so keen on being a wife and, from the moment Matthew was born, he got my sole attention. Mark never showed any jealousy but I think that after a while the novelty of having a baby began to wear off for him. He was only young himself after all. As inevitably happens with many teenagers who think their first love will last forever, I was growing out of my relationship and when Matthew was one year old I realised that I just wasn’t in love with his father anymore. It may have been irresponsible of me as a wife to walk away so easily but it was a normal reaction for a teenager. All around me my friends the same age were falling in and out of love. Granted they weren’t married with a baby, but my mind was made up.

All I wanted was to be on my own with my baby and, as my interest flagged, Mark started spending more time with his friends, drinking and partying. Eventually he moved out, leaving me content to be at home with my baby. It wasn’t long before I heard he’d met someone else, which made me feel a bit less guilty at pushing him out. I always knew deep down that I had forced his hand and that he’d really loved me and had been hurt by my actions.

As a single mother I made ends meet by working evenings in a pub and employed a gaggle of local teenagers to babysit while I was at work.

We spent a lot of time with my two nieces Karen and Diane, who were now ten and eight, and they fussed over Matthew the way I had fussed over them when they were little.

We’d go for days out to the funfair or the beach, and then they’d come back to mine and bicker over who got to pick Matthew up, dress him or help me bath him.

I never felt like I was missing out on a normal teenage life as it was all I had ever wanted and most of my friends were young mums, too. I was in my element being a mum to my growing son and kept busy doting on him throughout the day and working at night while he was asleep in his cot watched over by a babysitter.

Every night I’d return home to gaze at my beautiful son lying peacefully in his cot and making little contented sighs as he slept. Motherhood and the miracle of babies never failed to enthral me.


Chapter Two

‘Do you need to be somewhere?’ my friend Carol asked, with an amused look on her face. ‘Only you keep looking at the clock when I’m talking to you!’

‘Oh God, sorry!’ I replied, shamefaced. ‘It’s weird, but I think I might be having contractions.’

I was 39 weeks and three days pregnant with my second child but, despite feeling a familiar sensation throughout my body that I would definitely associate with contractions, there was no physical pain to speak of. As a midwife I now know that painless contractions, while rare, are entirely possible.

‘Virginia!’ Carol scolded, her eyes wide. ‘Do you want to give birth on the kitchen floor? You need to call the hospital.’

‘OK,’ I agreed, leafing through my address book and picking up the phone to dial the number of the labour ward.

‘Come in and let us look,’ instructed the woman on the end of the line after I’d explained my strange predicament.

Pacified that I was doing the right thing, Carol got up to leave, just as Dave, my partner, walked in the door.

I’d got to know Dave, a handsome regular at the pub I worked in, as he’d wooed me across the bar inviting me for expensive dinners and driving me around in his shiny Jaguar car.

He moved in with me towards the end of 1978 and, although he embraced being a stepdad to Matthew, he’d been keen to have a child of his own. I’d duly stopped taking the pill and in April 1979 my pregnancy was confirmed.

But now, as a strange, painless sensation came and went, I wasn’t entirely convinced my labour had started. Despite the conversation I’d had with the midwife, I didn’t want to seem silly, so, stalling going to hospital, I went upstairs and tidied Matthew’s bedroom and then did some vacuuming. Finally, Dave and I headed over to my mum’s to drop Matthew off.

While we were there, I continued to faff around making Dave a toasted sandwich and then reluctantly said goodbye to Matthew.

‘I suppose we’d better go,’ I said.

I arrived at the hospital at 7.20pm, walking through the swing doors of the maternity ward to be met by an anxious-looking, mumsy midwife in her early 50s.

‘Where have you been?’ she chastised gently. ‘We’ve been ringing you at home. Can you come with me, please, so we can get you checked over. The waiting room is over there,’ she indicated to Dave.

Lying on my back in an examination room, I stared at the ceiling as the midwife poked around.

‘You’re well on your way,’ she said, continuing to move her hand around inside me.

Whatever she was doing felt very uncomfortable. There was a sensation of something popping and warm water trickled between my legs.

‘There you go, dear, I’ve just broken your waters,’ she said.

She hadn’t told me what she was going to do or asked permission, and I didn’t question her judgment!

‘You go and have a bath and then I’ll take you to a room,’ she said.

Getting off the bed, I waddled into the adjoining bathroom where the water had already been running and the tub was almost three-quarters full. With the midwife’s help, I climbed in and lay in the warm water.

‘I’ll be back in a bit,’ she said. ‘The cord’s here if you need it.’

Lying in the bath I couldn’t get comfortable and as the pressure built in my pelvis I had a massive urge to go to the loo. After a few minutes, I couldn’t stand it any longer so I gingerly heaved myself out of the tub and plonked down on the toilet next to the bath.

‘Stupid woman!’ I suddenly thought. ‘I don’t need the loo, the baby’s coming!’

Panicked, I pulled the emergency cord. Why had that bloody midwife left me on my own?

‘Everything OK, Virginia?’ the midwife asked, peering around the door.

‘It’s happening!’ I said, gripping on to the safety rails next to the toilet.

‘Right, let’s get you into bed,’ she said, helping me up.

Grimacing in pain, I followed her down the corridor to the birthing room. It was small and pokey just like when I’d had Matthew. Inside Dave was waiting for me.

‘OK, love?’ he asked.

Helping me on to the bed, the midwife handed me a mask attached to a cylinder.

‘Here’s the gas,’ she said. ‘I won’t be long.’

Before I could protest, she was walking across the room and I moaned as a horrendous pain tore across my lower abdomen and I felt the urge to push. I tugged on the cord.

The look of irritation as the midwife did an about turn at the door was remarkable.

‘I want to push!’ I gasped. By now it was just past 8pm.

Seeing as I’d only had a few contractions since she’d broken my water I could tell she wasn’t convinced.

‘No, don’t push,’ she said examining me. ‘You’re not ready.’

I tried very hard not to push but my body was not letting me stop. Everything was happening involuntarily.

‘Oh my God, what’s that smell?’ I heard Dave ask as my baby’s head began to crown. Despite being very preoccupied with the pain, I knew exactly what he was talking about. I was mortified. Like so many women who give birth, the contents of my bowels had been forced out as the baby’s head pushed its way through me. Now I know it is a perfectly normal function, but at the time I felt humiliated.

For that reason I now make it my mission to joke about it with my expectant mums so they don’t feel embarrassed. ‘Midwives get excited when they see a bit of poo,’ I tell them. ‘It means the baby will be here soon.’

Sure enough, within 15 minutes I’d pushed out a beautiful baby boy – just one hour after casually strolling into hospital convinced I was making a fuss over nothing.

He was 7lb 11oz and the perfect birthday present three weeks before my 21st birthday.

‘I can’t believe it, I have a son!’ Dave said, as he studied our baby, his eyes watery with emotion. ‘I’ve got to get down the pub and tell everyone!’

‘OK,’ I agreed, secretly disappointed that he didn’t want to stay with us a little longer. That night Dave certainly wet the baby’s head – even knocking on our neighbour’s door to share the news at 3am.

With Dave gone, I sat up in bed while a midwife sat beside me giving my baby a bottle of formula milk.

‘It will keep his blood sugar up then you can have a good sleep,’ she explained. Once again, the Virginia of today would have told her in no uncertain terms to stop what she was doing and hand the baby over but, not knowing any different, I just accepted it.

I got to hold my baby for a few minutes before he was put back in his cot and we were both moved to the ward. This time, I was relieved to find that babies were allowed to stay with their mothers. When, four hours later, he was hungry again I was finally able to breastfeed him for the first time, before settling him down all floppy and content in the cot next to my bed. I was thrilled to have him by my side to pick up and cuddle at any point in the night. It was so different to three-and-a-half years earlier when Matthew had spent his first night away from me in the hospital nursery due to the strict routine then.

I was in hospital for five days but during that time our little boy remained nameless. Prior to the birth I’d been convinced that I was having a little girl and had picked out a long list of names for a daughter. So when my little boy arrived unexpectedly I had no idea what to call him.

Matthew, however, now three-and-a-half, had a very clear idea.

‘It’s going to be a brother called Andrew!’ he’d exclaimed to my bump weeks before. His enthusiasm had prompted Dave and I to exchange amused smiles. Andrew was Matthew’s little friend from down the road that he adored playing with.

When Dave brought Matthew in to see me the following day, he was a toddler on a mission. Dashing on to the ward in his little tartan coat with a fur collar, he ignored me and ran straight up to the cot. Putting his hands on the side and pulling himself up, he peered in.

‘Hello, Andrew!’ he exclaimed.

Two weeks later and now back home, our baby still had no official name.

‘What are we going to call him?’ I asked Dave.

‘He’s called Andrew!’ Matthew interrupted, staring at the two of us with a confused look because we still weren’t catching on.

‘OK!’ I laughed, looking at Dave as he shrugged in agreement. So Andrew it was.

We settled into family life but while Dave was a good dad who absolutely adored his son, he still wanted his busy social life. For a good while I tried to keep up, playing the role of hostess with the mostess as we held raucous dinner parties for our friends until the early hours of the morning. I always dreaded the thought of leaving the dishes until the next day when I’d have two boys under four demanding my attention. So, as Dave snored, I’d start to tackle the washing up, sometimes finishing up around 6am – just as Andrew was waking up for a feed.

While I loved Dave, our relationship was beginning to become volatile and to add even more stress to it, I was worried sick about my father. After a difficult few years suffering and overcoming a series of minor heart attacks and bypass surgery, he had just suffered another huge heart attack.

When I’d taken the boys to see him in hospital most recently, I’d been cheered to see him laughing and joking and seemingly his old self. Halving a peach for the boys to share, he beckoned them over to the bed.

‘You see this?’ he said, holding the stone of the peach in his hand. ‘They’re going to use it to replace Grandad’s broken heart.’

As Matthew scrunched up his face in disbelief we’d all laughed. It was great to see him more cheerful, and we were all looking forward to the day he would be home again.

When we left I was so preoccupied with turning around to wave goodbye that instead of walking into the corridor I walked into a cupboard. Red-faced and smiling, I gave a last wave, my heart warmed by the sight of Dad, Mum and my brother all crying with laughter.

The last thing I’d expected was to get a call at 2am that same night from Mum.

‘Your father is bad, come quickly,’ she urged me.

Panicked I turned to wake Dave but he was not in bed next to me. When I rang the pub to ask him to come home he was not happy but hearing my explanation he agreed to come straight back. I then had to beg my brother to collect me on his way to the hospital as I had no way of getting there.

We arrived to find that it was too late. The doctors had been unable to revive Dad after another massive heart attack. He was only 52.

Dave eventually arrived at the hospital having called his parents to babysit but when we returned home in the early hours of the morning he fell into a deep sleep.

Feeling bereft and truly alone, I sat up and wrote a poem dedicated to my dad. As I watched the sun come up I knew that nothing would ever be the same again but his death also made me strong where Dave was concerned.

Four months later, I asked him to leave.

Being a single mum of two was challenging but, determined to be resourceful, I started a business with a fellow young single mum, my friend Cheryl, and soon we were raking in the cash – as kissograms!

It was hardly conventional but the craze was just taking off in America and Cheryl, being slim with dark hair and olive skin thanks to her Anglo-Indian heritage, was the opposite of my more voluptuous figure, blonde hair and green eyes. We were sure we had something to attract all tastes.

Before I got the business up and running, I’d been claiming benefits as I couldn’t cover the mortgage by myself. I knew that working as a kissogram would mean an end to my £42-a-week payout which was a bit worrying, given I had two little boys relying on me. But then I heard about a Government grant which meant that I could apply for an ‘enterprise allowance’ which was a cash incentive for people to come off benefits and start up a business. All I needed was £1,000 in the bank and a good idea and I’d get £40 a week for the next year – that was only a little less than I was getting in benefits.

So I borrowed £1,000 from my mum and went along to a group meeting at the local DHSS where everyone who wanted to apply sat together to talk through ideas with the view that we could support each other.

Everyone was sitting in a circle like at Alcoholics Anonymous and reeling off their business plans. After we’d heard about a pine furniture shop, a window-cleaning business and a cake-baking venture it was my turn to speak.

‘Hello, my name is Virginia,’ I began. ‘I have a thousand pounds, I’ve opened a bank account and I want to be a kissogram!’

Everyone howled with laughter.

‘Well, you fit the criteria,’ agreed the man from the DHSS and soon I was using the first instalment of my allowance to splash out on tight corsets, basques, stockings, garters and sexy high heels.

Initially we’d created another side to our business dressing up as furry characters like Kermit the frog and Fozzie bear for kids’ parties and it was at one such party at a local hospice that we got talking to a local journalist.

Thinking that we were talking ‘off the record’ we told her all about our kissogram business and the grant we had so cleverly secured.

I went home thinking no more about it but that night at around 10pm I got a frantic call from Cheryl.

‘The Sun newspaper just called – we’re going to be in tomorrow’s paper,’ she said. ‘On the front page!’

I immediately rushed up to Cheryl’s house and we cried together. What had we done? After a feverish night’s sleep I got up the next morning to find Cheryl on my doorstep clutching a copy of the Sun.
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