
Born on the third of July

That feeling was with me again as we drove. I had a good excuse
to be going fast, and a ready retort to any expressions of
complaint. It was the third time now, but that feeling was still like
no other: a stomach-churning cocktail of excitement,

anticipation, anxiety, hope. I knew there would be pain—Liz squeezed my
hand extremely hard at times on these occasions—but I was prepared to go
through that barrier; it would all be worthwhile. The other times had been
some of the most magical moments of my life; hopefully 3 July 1995 would be
another red-letter day.

So here we were in the delivery room. I hoped it wouldn’t be
much longer; I was beginning to feel quite exhausted. The labour
had been hard going. I hadn’t been able to read any of the
magazine I’d surreptitiously slipped into the bag. The midwife

had seemed concerned about some of the readouts from the monitor, which
had been worrying for a time. The baby hadn’t been as active as the nurses
would have liked, but perhaps it was a bit sleepy. The most nerve-racking
moment was when the heart rate dropped to zero, but apparently the probe
had become dislodged at that point. Anyway, things seemed OK now, it was
just about to … Yes! It’s here! Then that agonizingly long second …
‘Waaaaaaaah.’ Isn’t that the most wonderful sound in the world? Yes, it’s a
girl! Great, my first daughter! The miracle of a new life was just as powerful
as ever. How could anyone see this and not believe in God? Quick check.
Head, arms, legs. Two eyes, two ears, one nose. Ten fingers, ten toes. Yep, all
present and correct. Perfect! Wrapped contentedly in her blanket, I held her
close as she breathed in her new surroundings. So light, so tiny. Red and
shrivelled, of course, like all babies are, but I didn’t notice that. How could
those fingernails be so small? Welcome to the world, Heidi Anne, my
daughter.

I was soon on the phone (they hadn’t banned mobiles from hospitals then):
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‘Hello, Mum … yes, it’s a girl … Gertrude Hephzibah … yes, I am joking, it’s
Heidi Anne … yes, we thought so too … er, about seven pounds … hold on.
(How much?) Precisely six pounds seven ounces … yes, everything’s fine.’

Male midwife indeed. Ouch. He’s very pleasant, but how am I
supposed to relax? Ooooh … Why did I want another baby?
Aaaah! Hope everything’s all right … ‘HOLD MY HAND!’
Stop talking to the midwife about cars, will you … Eeeeeek … I

never want to go through this again. I must be mad, with the boys so young
… Hope it’s a girl … Dan and Tim are lovely but OWWWWW! It’s all
right for you, sitting there cool as you like. I wish men had babies. Oouugh.
Aaaaaahh. Yes, yes, go on. Aaaaahhh! ‘Is it all right? What is it?’ I held my
longed-for daughter close to me. Yes, it was a million times worth all that
pain. The family of my imagination was complete, and my world was
perfect. I lifted her to smile into her eyes; and as she gazed back the illusion
was shattered irrevocably. ‘Hello, Heidi, I’m your mummy,’ I whispered,
the sentiment freezing on my lips and a cold panic gripping my soul. Yes, I
am, but you aren’t the daughter I wanted, the special friend I’d dreamed of.
I turned towards Steve, his face suffused with happiness, a picture of
contentment, and smiled weakly. I couldn’t bring myself to speak. Surely I
was wrong, I must be wrong. But those telltale signs I’d so deeply feared …
No, I must be imagining it. I’d checked automatically because this was the
nightmare scenario, the dread outcome I had never been able to banish
from the depths of my mind since that dream two weeks before. I must have
been more worried than I had thought—that must be making me think she
really did have it. I looked again, but her eyes were still the same. The
dream was becoming reality. I had to tell him. ‘I think she has got Down’s
syndrome,’ I blurted out.

My brain would not accept what my ears had heard. My heart
was suddenly racing, my mind and face numb as I looked again
at the little girl lying contentedly on Liz’s chest. No, this wasn’t
happening to me. ‘I remember being a bit worried when Tim

was born, because he looked like that,’ I replied eventually. ‘I think she’s
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all right.’ Liz seemed somewhat reassured, but my peace had gone, my
mind in turmoil. She must be all right. Isn’t she? She has to be. SHE HAS
TO BE.

The two midwives came back into the room. ‘Have you noticed
anything about your baby?’ the senior asked gently. ‘I think she has got
Down’s syndrome,’ replied Liz. The midwife nodded sadly. ‘We think she
might have, too, although we could be wrong. We’d like to get the
paediatrician to check her over.’ Another nail crashed into our family
portrait and we waited sombrely for the paediatrician to arrive.

‘I hear this baby has some problems.’ Her matter-of-fact tones stabbed
my sensitized emotions. She didn’t say, ‘This baby may have some
problems.’ My slippery fingerhold on the flotsam of hope loosened a little
further. She spoke as she checked eyes and nose, hands and toes. ‘Do you
know what Down’s syndrome means?’ ‘Yes,’ replied Liz. Her cousin had
had Down’s. She had died at the age of three. Liz had also worked with
children and adults with Down’s on a college placement. ‘We’ll do a blood
test to be absolutely sure,’ the doctor said, as she placed her stethoscope on
Heidi’s chest, ‘but she has all the signs. They often have heart problems,
but this one seems fine. I can’t hear any murmurs.’ Then she was off,
leaving us to pick up the shards of our exploded world.

The following hours were a step removed from reality, as if I were an
actor in someone else’s tragedy. There were more phone calls, of course,
the hardest I’d ever had to make. The last thing I wanted to do was watch
the child being bathed, but Liz thought we should. I suppose she was trying
to take a first tentative step towards acceptance. As the nurse washed the
floppy body I stood in silence and felt nothing.

Pastor Paul came to visit us that evening. He cradled Heidi in
his arms and seemed to have such love for her. I was filled with
guilt; I was her mother and didn’t feel I loved her at all. She
wasn’t the normal little girl I would have loved so much—she

was something quite different. Paul reminded us of the verse from which he
had preached the previous evening: ‘Nothing will be able to separate us
from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord’ (Romans 8:39). I
believed this in my head, but my heart was currently lagging well behind.
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