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	It is dark here in my bedroom. The only light glows dimly from my laptop. As I begin to write these words my twelve-week-old baby is sleeping in a Moses basket by my bed. He is overwhelmingly beautiful, peacefully lying there, breathing softly. This little bundle is the centre of my world and my unexpected literary inspiration. 

	I have always intended to write a book. When I was small I always said I wanted to be an author rather than an astronaut or a princess. As I grew older I started a myriad of tales, only to become disenchanted with the plot all too quickly. I hoped it would simply be a case of finding a subject that gripped me sufficiently to keep me writing, but the right one seemed to elude me.

	I knew motherhood would be life-changing and would give me a lot to be passionate about, but I certainly did not expect to find that feeding my baby would reveal a whole world I was completely unaware of. Who would have thought it would be the thing to finally inspire me to start writing?

	What authority do I have to write such a book? Who cares about what I have to say? I’m not famous and I’m far from an expert. But I am a mother who has breastfed a baby. Every mother and baby has their own personal tale. This is mine. 
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	Firstly, I would like to thank Kim Kimber for an interesting and straightforward editing experience. The wonderful design of this book is thanks to the team at Eight Little Pages bringing it to life. I am grateful to James Essinger, for his support when I first completed the book. Thank you also to Thea Anderson for a very last minute read through.

	I am privileged to have an amazing family. Thank you to my mum for teaching me to chase my dreams and to Zack, Cara and Dad for listening when I needed to talk. I am grateful to my brilliant family in-law, especially Angela for being the first person to read (and proofread!) this book. Also, thank you to John, Laura, Richard and the littlies for keeping me grounded.

	Thank you to everybody who has put up with me rambling on about ‘my book’ for the last eight years! In particular, Veronica who has been my go-to girl for writing chats. She has been my personal cheerleader and I hope one day to repay the favour. I don’t know what I would have done without my ‘boob group’ throughout my journey; they never fail to inspire me. Thank you to ‘snack club’ for continued bookish enthusiasm and mum-life support. I am also ever grateful to my band mates for always believing in me and being a sounding board for my ideas. Thank you to my university friends for celebrating with me every step of the way.

	Finally, thank you to my virtual friends in the YouTube community, for the supportive comments and ‘thumbs up’ on my videos and posts. I am grateful to you for sharing your experiences, which were particularly useful when I needed help with the publishing process.

	Of course, this book simply wouldn’t have happened without my supportive, patient husband and wonderfully inspiring children. So, Stuart, Fin, Mae and Zoe, thank you, now and always.
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	It feels like we can’t go a day without the subject of breastfeeding being on the TV, on the radio or in the press. Infant feeding, by whatever means, seems so divisive, so inflammatory. Why? 

	Breastfeeding doesn’t need to be particularly interesting or exceptional, and everyone’s experience is unique. My own breastfeeding journey has featured mountainous highs and deepest lows and I am just one person. This inspired me to pick up my laptop and start noting down my thoughts about breastfeeding, my research into it, and my personal experiences, eventually culminating in this book. I wanted to find out more about breastfeeding, and understand it better.

	I’m a happily married mother of three. I live in Kent (the ‘Garden of England’) with my little family and until recently, when I started to focus more on writing, I worked as a biology teacher in a secondary school.

	I’ve always been a maternal person, and children featured in my plans for the future. I just assumed I would breastfeed them and didn’t ever think that doing so would be a big deal. But after cracked nipples, poor support, self-doubt and a ton of pressure (some of it self-inflicted), I came to realise that there was a hidden side to breastfeeding that needed to be discussed more openly. Too many of my friends suffered similar stories. Breastfeeding isn’t as straightforward as it may seem. 

	Most women I’d talked to about breastfeeding told me it was ‘lovely’, or words to that effect. Friends, family, and even the parenting books I’d read, gave it a glow as rosy as the cheeks of a well-breastfed baby. You gaze lovingly at your little offspring as you provide sustenance to them with your own being. Why had nobody told me breastfeeding can be difficult? Why was I completely unaware of the pressures placed on mothers that make this natural process challenging? Why was the answer to every problem encountered to ‘give up’ and begin formula feeding? We need to start being honest about what is going on and fight for the right to feed our children as biology intended.

	Women seem to clearly remember what it was like for them feeding their babies, even if decades have passed. When you talk about breastfeeding to a group of women the experiences they share can be wonderful or they can be raw, but they’re always important. As a society our stories of breastfeeding teach us much about how we see women and how we see ourselves.

	I fell pregnant for the first time around November 2009 and our second child was weaned in July 2014. I breastfed them both and, in June 2017, I started all over again after the birth of our third child.

	In writing this, I’ve changed the names of all but my husband and children to protect the identities of those involved. My choice to expose my personal life doesn’t have to be theirs. I’ve recalled conversations as accurately as I can, but they may not be word for word accurate.
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	Becoming pregnant for the first time made me extremely aware of my biology. I became increasingly conscious that I am an animal, who gives birth just as animals do in the wild, and feeds my baby in the same way too. My body was doing its thing without technology or any other human advance. I am intrinsically an animal, or, more accurately, a mammal.

	I am glad I’m not an elephant, although pregnancy often made me feel like one. An elephant carries its baby for over a year and a half before birth. If I was anticipating a gestation of that length I think my apprehension might outweigh my excitement. Mammals aren’t the only group that carry and give birth to live babies, for example, some sharks do too. Equally, not all mammals give birth, some, like the primitive monotremes, platypuses and echidnas, lay eggs. Laying an egg holds some appeal for me; it seems like much less fuss than childbirth, although I suppose sitting on a nest would be pretty boring. Egg-laying, along with other amphibious characteristics in monotreme mammals, may have allowed them to survive competition with marsupials in the past, by being able to hide in water.1 This may be why, while other mammals have live births, monotremes still lay eggs.

	The point is, though, carrying and birthing a live baby doesn’t make me a mammal. No; the main defining feature of a mammal is that it secretes milk that is used to feed its young. That’s why we, and our other furry friends, are called mammals. Eighteenth-century Swedish scientist and taxonomist Carl Linnaeus, best known for his work categorising living things, named our group after our mammary glands, a structure that only half of us use, which shows how important he thought it was.2 I agree; I see lactation as our link to our animal cousins and our intrinsic biology. 

	Seeing a cow feeding her young is a common sight and we know what her milk is likely to look and taste like. We are familiar with how it’s produced. But each mammal has its peculiarities when it comes to feeding their babies. For example, monotreme mammals don’t even have nipples. Instead, milk is secreted on to the mother’s skin from two mammary patches for her little nursling to lick from her fur.3(pp18-20) 

	Marsupial mammals also have their own idiosyncrasies. They don’t have very long pregnancies.4 Since they don’t have placentas their ability to nourish their developing baby is limited. Instead, the baby is born at a very early stage and, almost miraculously, climbs straight to the mother’s nipple inside her pouch. A newborn kangaroo, for example, looks like a red jelly bean and is about the same size. It has underdeveloped back legs, and so can only use its tiny front legs to climb up its mother’s fur and down into her pouch, where it attaches itself (continuously at this stage) to one of her four nipples.5 The mother’s body then ejects milk into her baby’s mouth.4 The constantly changing milk in the pouch provides the nourishment mammals with placentas provide in the womb.3(p36) Once the baby is big enough it can let go of the nipple and eventually pop in and out of its mother’s pouch and feed at will. By this point, the next tiny joey is already fastened to one of her other nipples.7

	Placental mammals, such as us, are a varied bunch when it comes to lactation. Bats can feed upside down and whilst flying.6 Cows, goats and sheep are farmed for their milk for another species (humans) to use. Hooded seals feed their young for just four days on the Arctic ice with the fattiest milk there is – 61% fat!7 Bears breastfeed their cubs whilst hibernating.8 We all do it in our own way.

	A blue whale, the largest mammal, has to coordinate feeding with diving. In order to remain streamlined, whales’ nipples are hidden in skin folds near their tails.9 Newborn blue whales drink enormous quantities of thick, fatty milk to help them grow quickly to an immense size.10 Whales are born tail first and then rushed up to the surface to take their first lungful of air, breathing being a fairly important priority.11 Nursing can then take place with the baby whale holding its breath underwater, the milk being forcibly ejected into the baby’s mouth.12 Human babies can breathe and breastfeed simultaneously,13 but obviously living underwater makes this tricky for a whale. 

	Primates, such as ourselves and our ape cousins, provide our babies with comparatively dilute milk.14 Humans, in particular, are born in a relatively primitive state due to the physical constraints of carrying and birthing a human infant to a comparative level of mental and physical development.14 We primates also tend to feed our babies frequently; carrying them around with us.14 We cannot leave our underdeveloped babies to fend for themselves; they could hardly run from a wolf or follow us to gather food. There is no need for energy rich milk that keeps a baby going for a long time while its parent is away; our babies are born snackers. We also tend to breastfeed for a number of years, since our babies spend a long time being babies compared to other species, to give our brains enough time to develop.

	Humans, typically, have two nipples (as do other primates, goats, horses and guinea pigs). Other mammals have varying numbers of nipples; it generally depends on how many babies they usually have.15 Nipples are ordinarily found in pairs down the ‘milk lines’,16 although my dog, Dolly, weirdly has an odd number; nine to be exact. Most male mammals also have nipples and a couple can lactate (in extreme circumstances, even human males).17

	It’s hard to be sure how mammary glands evolved since nipples and glands don’t preserve well as fossils.18 Scientists, instead, have to look at living species and figure it out from there. It’s generally thought that mammary glands evolved from sweat glands over 160 million years ago.18 Milk was probably first used to keep eggs moist or, perhaps, to pass on immunity to young.18 Over time the benefit of providing food for babies without having to go and find it for them – leaving the baby in peril – led to the evolution of breastfeeding.14

	Providing milk from mammary glands creates a bond between mammal mothers and their babies that isn’t available to non-mammals. Other creatures fend for their young in other ways. Many never even meet their babies; instead these offspring have to fend for themselves nutritionally from day one. The sea is full of planktonic babies looking out for themselves. Some creatures, such as birds, will eat food and then regurgitate it for their babies in a manageable form. Some creatures make special nutritional substances, such as bees and their honey. I like that we mammals care for our young in the physical way that we do. We give birth and we create sustenance with our own bodies. It has to be better than throwing up your food into your baby’s mouth.

	Breastfeeding is an essential part of our mammalian evolution and our reproductive biology. Women’s bodies prepare for breastfeeding during puberty. Every menstrual cycle our breasts begin the journey to lactation, only continuing to develop if we conceive, otherwise returning to their resting state. Breastfeeding is a part of who we are. 
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	I found giving birth incredible, revolutionary. At times I found motherhood overwhelming; sometimes wonderful and, at others, astoundingly hard. Without a network around me to pass on their experience and knowledge I don’t know how I would have coped. Some people don’t have information and support within easy reach and I can only imagine how hard that must be. I think it’s even more essential to have this help when you are breastfeeding.

	For something that is ‘natural’ for our bodies to do, breastfeeding is surprisingly difficult (or so I found). I assumed I would do it and it would be straightforward. I attended the classes and read the books. I imagined that with it being a biological process, which untold generations of women – and before them even more numerous generations of early humanoid mothers – had undertaken, it couldn’t be complicated. I was wrong. Breastfeeding is amazing, beautiful, fascinating, emotional, challenging, and personal. I was about to go on a journey that would include downs as well as ups.

	I knew few women who had successfully breastfed. My mother and mother-in-law had breastfed for short periods, but could remember little. I had one friend who had breastfed a baby (others had formula-fed) but she was abroad for the most difficult first few months of motherhood so our exchanges were by email alone. Where I live, there is a breastfeeding support group, and it’s a wonderful, warm-hearted collection of people. However, I can be shy and find it hard sometimes to strike up a conversation with a stranger. It was a while before I was confident enough to benefit from their knowledge. Nonetheless, I gradually met mothers with a variety of stories, and hearing another woman’s experience was invaluable to me. 

	I think the place to start my tale is long before becoming pregnant. I’d like to start where I think my journey into breastfeeding began, when my breasts first showed themselves – puberty.

	 

	 

	I can remember the early stages of my breasts developing, at around age nine. I felt both embarrassment and fascination that something was changing, forever. I was so excited when I got my first, cheap, AA cotton bra from the supermarket. I felt like such a grown-up woman. I had to have a bra, not for support, but because the school shirts we wore were almost see-through and left nothing to the imagination. I have never understood why school shirts are made of the thinnest possible material. For the developing girl this was terrifying.

	Once I was allowed to wear bras and crop tops I loved having pretty ones. I can clearly remember one cream satin crop top and shorts set I adored. It was so pretty and (I thought) sophisticated. Now, I am sure it would look childish, but back then it made me feel like a woman. Of course, even bras showed through our translucent school shirts, so as soon as you bought one you got a new barrage of comments and spent your days trying to stop boys from pinging your bra straps. You couldn’t win either way. From the outset my breasts were a source of embarrassment to me, something that should be hidden, that made boys go into teasing mode and girls giggle. 

	I remember vividly the itchy feeling whilst my breasts expanded to their final size. It was maddening since it occurred at the worst times; in the middle of classes, in front of my friends’ dads, at church…anywhere. I would have to either put up with it, or find a surreptitious way of scratching that nobody would see. I remember one of those awful ‘puberty’ lessons at school when the teacher told us about having to secretly scratch with your elbows while distracting from what you are doing by gesticulating with your hands. The idea stuck with me (probably because the lesson was so cringe-worthy) and so when my time came I gave it a go. It was a method I employed many times, probably causing me to look quite mad with my wildly flapping arms.

	I felt I was becoming a woman, and truly I was, for what could be more symbolic of womanhood than your body preparing, visibly, to feed your future children. Bust size, in fact, has no bearing on the ability to breastfeed or the quantity of milk produced.1 Women with the tiniest bosom are equal to those who are enormously endowed. I always felt fortunate in that I was somewhere in the middle. 

	Of course, puberty also resulted in all the other awkward changes that prepare you for childbearing later in life. I have broad hips (which I hated at the time), but my mum kept telling me I would appreciate them one day. I used to imagine being in labour next to a slim-hipped woman and saying, ‘So who has the best shape now?’ 

	It was fashionable to be tall and willowy back then, in the era of the ‘waif’, (and probably always will be). Girls with that physique seemed to me to symbolise what it meant to be cool. These girls also seemed to have the nicest and most expensive clothes, the right haircuts, and the best-looking boyfriends. I, however, always got it utterly wrong somehow. I was off to a bad start as I was short and curvy. My ‘Rachel’ haircut (from Friends) looked like a haystack due to my frizzy hair. I couldn’t afford the Kickers school shoes, Adidas trousers or Nike trainers that everybody else wore. I started each new school year feeling sure I had got it right this time and would be brimming with confidence as I walked through the school gates with my new uniform, haircut, and make-up. But, every time, it was quickly clear that I was wrong and those tall, slim girls were right yet again. 

	To give an example, when I was about twelve, one of the cool girls had a lever arch folder covered in black and white fake fur, patterned like a Friesian cow. I thought it was super-cool, creative, tactile and original. Now, I was one of a handful of children at my school that had, for unknown reasons, purchased briefcases. I blame my mother for buying it; she claims I insisted I wanted one. I had already been teased about the fact that, as a twelve-year-old girl, I had a briefcase. I decided to take action. I was sure I could turn the situation around by borrowing this other girl’s idea of style. I bought masses of leopard print fake fur and covered my briefcase in it. That would do the trick. I would now be the coolest girl in the school surely? I was going to be a trendsetter…no, the trendsetter. 

	In fact, my leopard print briefcase was not the amazing accessory I hoped for. The boys pretended it was attacking them and the girls raised their beautiful, plucked eyebrows and sniggered. I still can’t bear leopard print materials.

	On top of the jealousy I felt, these cool girls generally gave me a hard time at school which fuelled my hatred at the time. I must say that I have now largely got over my feelings towards tall, slim girls, although I do have the occasional unfortunate flashback of jealousy when I wish my legs were that little bit longer or my hips a fraction slimmer.

	As my hips broadened a network of bright red lines webbed my thighs. At the tender age of about eleven I had never seen such a thing before. I had no idea what was wrong with me; it looked like some kind of alien disease. Rather than asking (and this was before internet search engines were commonplace) I tried to pretend it wasn’t happening. This avoidance of help has become something of a pattern. At the time, I used to swim each weekend and when out of the pool I would spread my fingers wide, holding my hands against the raw marks, praying nobody would see them. I forget when I found out they were stretch marks, and common, but I learned to live with them once they had faded to a silvery white.

	Of course, there was also the whole debacle of periods. It was the hot topic at school for a while. We had talks on what to expect and what to do. For some reason, one of the visiting teachers delivering these talks felt that a good demonstration of our future was sticking a sanitary towel to a girl’s hand and making her wave. Is this normal? Perhaps it was to demonstrate flexibility or adhesiveness? We had boys’ talks and girls’ talks, and then, when we were a little older, we were led, sniggering, into the assembly hall to have a joint talk. There was a phase of boys rifling through girls’ rucksacks to find the free sanitary towel samples we had squirrelled away. There was so much fascination; who had ‘started’, who hadn’t? I was one of the early ones, but where, for some girls, it was a badge of honour they talked about persistently, I was inordinately embarrassed by the whole ordeal.

	I emerged from puberty having been spared too much drama from my fluctuating hormones. I moved from middle school to upper school at the age of thirteen and started my new life, where not everybody remembered my briefcase. 

	 

	 

	At fourteen, once I was through the worst horrors of puberty, I met my husband-to-be, Stuart, at school. Our paths crossed when we both took part in the school production of Little Shop of Horrors. We were both in the chorus and would chat backstage while we waited for our sections of the show. His older sister, Laura, played Mrs Mushnik (the gender of the part having been changed because she was perfect in the role), but I was a little too much in awe of her to say anything but an occasional hello.

	I didn’t know back then that I would eventually marry Stuart. As in all good teenage romances we spent a few months insulting each other, before he summoned up the courage to ask me out. For instance, he would make jokes about my frizzy hair, while I would poke fun at him bringing little sachets of ketchup to have with his sandwiches at lunchtime. Thinking back, it was hard to figure out who was in love with you and who loathed you given that the signs were identical. In fact, if a boy spoke to you kindly (or at all) it probably showed ambivalence. Stuart was tall, with dark, curly hair and green eyes. I didn’t especially fancy him in the beginning, it wasn’t love at first sight, but I hung out with him in a hopeful sort of way. 

	Stuart had his uses. You see, I fancied his friend, Chris. So, I would hang around with them and try to give personal details to Stuart in the hope Chris would overhear and contact me. One day, I had given Stuart my email address (loudly, so Chris would hear) and the next thing I had an email asking me to come to his house for a double date with Laura and her then boyfriend, Gary. Well, I was not exactly inundated with invitations. I was pretty much bottom of the social heap. 

	At our school there were several social groups. The tall, skinny, cool girls already mentioned were at the top. The cool boys were generally sporty types, usually into football or rugby, and tall, strong and swoon-worthy. Next rung down you had the musical group. Their band T-shirts were clearly visible under their shirts and they were always on about ‘Battle of the Bands’ at the local under-sixteen’s nightclub. Attached to them was the subgroup of musicians Stuart was in. They were generally liked by everyone and were sufficiently cool to get by. They played instruments and were in all the school productions and concerts and, on occasion, some great bands. But, I think their coolness came mostly through being allowed out of classes for music lessons. 

	Then there was my group. We were the best group I felt, because we were all ourselves, fiercely so. That was what held us together; we were against the world. But we were very uncool. To be seen with us was a social mistake. You did not hang out with the girl who had once had a leopard skin briefcase (and who now had a silver anorak and, in act of rebellion against the school uniform, wore an ankle length school skirt). Being asked out by someone from a higher social standing, i.e. Stuart, I couldn’t help but be flattered. This didn’t happen to the likes of me. He was also a really nice guy. So, I agreed. 

	



	




	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	 

	 

	We are used to pulling a bottle of milk from the fridge and it tasting or looking a certain way. But humans aren’t cows and our milk is designed for human babies.

	The first milk produced by a mother is called colostrum. It is thick and yellow and so is often nicknamed ‘liquid gold’. Sometimes, it appears to be clear though the colour varies. Either way, it contains nutrients that are extremely concentrated. A newborn baby’s stomach is only about the size of a cherry and so the teaspoonful of milk that a baby can fit in there has to contain everything it needs.1(p71) Colostrum is also high in antibodies and other immune factors to help protect the baby while its immune system is getting started.2(p45) 

	When a baby breastfeeds for the first time it takes in microbes from its mother’s skin.3 The baby will already have managed to pick some up during birth as well.4 Colostrum contains sugars called ‘oligosaccharides’ that feed those microbes.3(p68) It’s pretty mind-blowing that milk feeds up babies’ gut bacteria too! Also, contrary to popular belief, colostrum and breast milk aren’t sterile.4 Milk contains specific bacteria that the baby needs at a particular time.5

	Around three or four days after birth a woman’s milk starts to ‘come in’. This is when colostrum noticeably turns to mature milk. Mothers might notice their breasts are heavier and their milk changes colour to the more familiar white. Mature breast milk contains all the food groups as you would expect: vitamins, minerals, proteins, fats and carbohydrates (mostly lactose).6 Like colostrum it contains immune factors7 and ‘friendly’ bacteria,3(p68) but in different quantities. 

	The make-up of milk changes all the time. During a feed the fat content will increase,7 perhaps turning more from a drink to a meal. Equally, over a day milk will change; it has even been found that breast milk at night contains sleep-inducing hormones!8 Milk for an older child will be different to that for a younger one.1(pp29-30) Milk for a boy can be different to that for a girl.9 Milk will even be a different consistency depending on the weather; being more thirst quenching if it’s hot.10 If two different children are feeding at the same time each breast can also be a different temperature so the child is not too warm or cold.11 It is perfectly tailor-made and very clever.

	Human milk is thinner than the cow’s milk that a lot of us will be more familiar with, but it’s sweeter.7 I think it tastes like sweet, skimmed cow’s milk. I have tried it; curiosity got the better of me. I know some people find the idea of drinking human milk gross (although I suppose trying your own is not quite as weird…or is it?). It’s funny that we are more familiar with another species’ milk than our own, to the point where some people are squeamish about human milk but will think nothing of drinking pint after pint of cow’s milk. Anyway, since human milk is different in composition to other mammals’ milk it isn’t a good idea to simply give a baby milk from another species. Currently formula milk is used as a substitute and that is derived from cow’s milk. However, it’s designed to have similarities to human milk so that it’s safe for human babies.

	Natural production of breast milk is controlled by a delicate balance of hormones. The hormone ‘prolactin’ makes the breasts produce milk.12 The more you feed, the more prolactin you produce, and then the more milk you produce.2(p10) It’s a supply and demand system. The more you breastfeed; the more milk you make. If you feed less, your body makes less. One of the other main hormones involved is oxytocin, the love hormone (and my favourite hormone, if I can have a favourite). This is the same hormone you release when you stroke an animal, hug a friend, or have an orgasm.13 It shouldn’t be a surprise that breastfeeding can give a feeling of love, well-being, bonding…however you like to describe it. Oxytocin makes tiny muscles in the lobules of breast tissue contract to eject milk.1(p24) It's also the hormone responsible for ramping up labour and causing the uterus to contract,14 which is something I am, perhaps, a little less keen on.

	But oxytocin isn’t just something you make when you breastfeed, it’s something you make when you are in love.
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	It was to be my first proper date, a double date at that! I had wondered if I would ever date anyone, given my weirdness. But here I was being invited into the home of someone more cool than me, someone nice, and funny. I was incredulous that he had asked me out, not the other way around. I also had a bit of a crush on Stuart’s beautiful, flame-haired sister, in a sort of ‘I want to be you’ way. Laura had once said my hairclip was pretty and I had been so thrilled I wore it for about a year. So, I was nervous on both fronts. I didn’t know how to dress (fortunately, I don’t remember whatever weird ensemble I chose) and I was worried about how to act. 

	My mum drove me the three miles to Stuart’s house. I was paranoid I had noted down the wrong address, but when I rang the doorbell Stuart answered, smiling. His parents were out since Laura (just over a year older than us at sixteen) was deemed old enough and sensible enough to take responsibility for us.

	Laura had cooked, I forget exactly what. We sat around the table in the kitchen (their home being sufficiently large to have a table in the kitchen as well as a separate dining room – a rarity in Britain), which made it more informal. We were each handed a napkin with a specially chosen napkin ring (mine was a pewter duck, I think) and I started to worry about table etiquette and the like. Of course, I’d used a napkin before, just not at home. It was a sign they were more posh than me and I was worried that I would show myself up.

	However, I was treated like an old friend by Stuart, Laura and Gary. I felt liked, which was a rare enough event where my peers were concerned. I started to relax as I realised I did fit in with this little social group. Whenever I told an anecdote Laura would put down her cutlery and listen intently, like I was absolutely fascinating. It seemed such a classy thing to do for a guest, to make them feel that interesting, and had the effect of making me feel genuinely liked.

	When we finished eating Stuart and I went up to his room. He had a small twelve-inch television and a VCR and had rented the film Face Off, which, it transpired, we both thought was lame. We sat on his bed making jokes about the film until, halfway through, I heard the doorbell ring downstairs. Laura announced that my mum had come to pick me up and so, my first date was at an end.

	I left with a smile on my face. It turned out that the boy who hadn’t caught my attention at school was actually a lovely, likeable, attractive, genuine and honest guy. He made me feel good about myself. The next Monday at school we were holding hands in the playground. My friend Veronica asked, ‘Are you two going out then?’ We looked at each other sheepishly and seemed to wordlessly agree.

	‘Yes,’ we replied. Veronica still credits herself for our relationship because she was the one who formalised it.

	 

	 

	We were immediately inseparable at that tender age of fourteen and quickly became one of those couples at school who are always together. We kissed passionately at the bus stop before he left to go home as if we were to be parted forever. We spent our lunchtimes locked in each other’s arms. We argued fiercely in the middle of the playground as my fiery, hormone-fuelled temper flared up at the tiniest provocation. 

	I can remember us having an understanding, even early on, that we both intended to have children one day and I have some recollection of discussing with Stuart how many we would have and what we would call them. Not that we had any intention of conceiving back then, rather, we simply made it clear that we both wanted children ‘when we grew up’ as we both felt a long, meaningful, relationship with somebody that didn’t want children was pointless. How sensible at such a young age! 

	We went to different universities, but managed to stay together. I studied Marine Biology at Plymouth. This degree path had become inevitable after my first SCUBA dive at age thirteen. My dad served fifteen years in the Royal Navy and, for some of that time, had been a ship’s diver. My parents split up when I was five and, when I was nine, my dad moved to Saudi Arabia. He rediscovered diving in the Red Sea and quickly got through the training to become an instructor. So, when I visited him, he was desperate for me to try it. I reluctantly agreed; I was a bit scared in case I drowned or got eaten by a shark. 

	My first sea dives took place in Jeddah, on the Red Sea. The underwater world there is teeming with the most vividly coloured life and I quickly forgot any anxiety; I was instantly hooked. There were fish of every colour and size swimming close enough to touch. Coral formed the hills and trees of this land, with white sand valleys running in between. 

	On my third dive my dad took me to visit a section of reef that had been bulldozed to build an artificial beach. The jewelled tones gave way to grey, barren rock. A handful of fish swam slowly, as though lost, through the piles of white coral skeletons. My eyes filled with tears. My life changed right then. The marine world became my passion. 

	It was easy to choose what I wanted to study for three years. By then I had amassed around sixty dives, all in the Red Sea, and I was eager to learn about everything I’d seen there as well as take a peek at the waters around the British Isles. Stuart, on the other hand, had decided to study Chemistry in Canterbury, some 270 miles away. 

	I loved living in the south-west of England. I had lived most of my life as far as it was possible to get from the sea but now it was within walking distance. I would sit on Plymouth Hoe by the red and white striped lighthouse looking out at the navy ships dotted around Drake’s Island that occupied the centre of the bay. Whenever I could, I would jump on my bike and cycle through the most beautiful woodlands into Dartmoor and sit under a tree by the River Plym to read my course books. My friends and I would grab our dive kits, jump in the car and drive to so many beautiful coastal villages where we explored the undersea world. Cawsand Bay in Cornwall was one of our favourite haunts and we desperately (unsuccessfully) searched for seahorses among the seagrass there. I was at my happiest hovering weightless over a six foot high kelp forest watching the creatures that called it home. As my mum once said to me, ‘Who knew there were so many fish in the sea?’

	I sat enraptured in lectures about things that I was hugely passionate about, and totally bored in others I didn’t understand. I read and wrote late into the night and slept late into the day. I spent a summer in Greece volunteering for a turtle conservation charity, ensuring the tiny babies made it safely into the sea from their beach nests. I went clubbing and drank far too much, far too often, knowing I wouldn’t be this young and free again. I laughed and lived as much as I could and I didn’t regret a moment.

	For Stuart things hadn’t worked out at university. He hadn’t found his degree interesting and hadn’t enjoyed student life. He decided to work until he chose what path to follow instead. He had a job in Canterbury, near to his family. I was still studying. Jobs in the south-west are hard to come by and neither of us was ready for him to relocate so we lived apart.

	 

	 

	Midway through my degree I spent a summer with Stuart as an experiment to see if we could live together. We were concerned the long-distance relationship might be an illusion and once we were together all the time we would drive each other crazy. During this long summer we booked a week’s holiday together, our first since leaving home. We chose the Czech capital Prague because it was purportedly cheap and beautiful, a perfect combination. Neither of us had any money for an extravagant trip but we still wanted to do something romantic together since we spent such precious little time with one another.

	I had my suspicions about Stuart’s intentions. His sister had talked a lot about jewellery, asking me whether I preferred gold or silver, for example. Stuart seemed preoccupied. So, in order to prevent getting a surprise, and to be thoroughly in control of the situation as I liked to be, I searched our room and our luggage. No ring. I could relax; there were no surprises in store. Except, having kept the ring at his sister’s house, the sneak had snuck it into his pocket. He must have been thankful that he didn’t have to empty his pockets at airport security.

	Having arrived in Prague and checked into our hotel we went for a walk. With me sitting on a bench atop a hill Stuart got down on one knee and asked me the question I had been so sure he wouldn’t be asking during that holiday. 

	‘Will you marry me?’ he asked, producing the ring from his pocket where it had been hidden. 

	‘Yes,’ I answered immediately. I had envisioned this moment for as long as I had known what a proposal was. Here was my childhood sweetheart, knelt before me in a stunning European city, asking little old me to marry him. I didn’t need to think about my reply. After all, I had imagined this moment a thousand times before. As my heart raced he slipped the trilogy diamond ring on to my finger.

	On closer inspection, once the excitement had died away a little, it wasn’t quite the idyllic spot Stuart had hoped for. It was covered in graffiti and full of dog muck. It didn’t matter. He could have asked anywhere and I would have given the same answer. Plus, Stuart had been forced to propose as soon as possible because he knew I was suspicious and on high alert for any signs that it was imminent. We were also staying in a tiny hotel room with limited hiding places and so the ring wasn’t going to stay secret for much longer.

	I returned to Plymouth as one of the few students sporting a rock on their finger. My final year vanished before I knew it, heralding the start of real grown-up life. I would have to seek gainful employment for a start. But there was also the issue of my personal life. We still lived in opposite corners of the country. Although Britain is a relatively small island, that is still fairly prohibitive of a meaningful relationship in the long term. 

	I adored Devon and Cornwall and the glorious, dramatic rocky beaches. I knew the best dive spots and knew where to find particular creatures as I had dived along much of the local coast. I loved the friendliness of the local people and I hoped to pick up their beautiful accent. It didn’t even matter that it rained a lot of the time. No other part of the country held the same enchantment, and it still doesn’t. It will always be my spiritual home.

	But the romance of a place isn’t
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