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	Note from the authors 

	Joanne Lythgoe

	 

	Hello, I’m Joanne and, first things first, you need to know that I’m a busy mum and businesswoman. I never considered myself to be an author until I talked to my friend, Deb, who is! She’s helped me by co-writing this book about my son and my life before, during and after Zak was born. I had many memories safely tucked away in a box until now. But although I’ve shed lots of tears since deciding to empty that box, the experience has been very cathartic.

	This book is a memoir. It reflects my present recollections of experiences garnered over time. I haven’t changed any names because most of the people mentioned in this book are friends and family. 

	Unfortunately, some of the organisations I had to deal with before Zak was born weren’t very nice. My memories of these are backed up by sound documentary evidence – if there was one thing Zak’s father was really good at, it was keeping records, and I have copies of all the letters to and from the Royal Air Force at that time which corroborates my story, should they be needed in the future. 

	 


 

	Deb McEwan

	 

	I met Jo and her children when my husband and I moved to Cyprus in 2013. When we got to know each other and she shared her story over a drink one night I was astounded. It’s hard to believe that a family could be treated with such cruelty, indifference and a complete lack of compassion and empathy. This sounded like a tale from Victorian times and not the twenty-first century. When I suggested she share her story, she said she was too busy looking after both children – especially Zak who still needed a number of surgeries – and didn’t have the emotional or physical energy required to dig up the past. Now that thirteen years have passed since Zak was born, Jo feels ready to share this harrowing but inspirational tale of a woman and her family who refused to give up and were determined not to let the judgemental, nasty, small-minded people* grind them down. 

	To the people who made the wrong decisions thirteen years ago; I hope karma comes to bite you in the bum. 

	 

	* (I have resisted using a swear word here as this is a family friendly book.)

	 

	 


Disclaimer

	 

	 

	This book is a memoir. It reflects the author’s present recollections of experiences over time. Some characteristics have been changed, some events have been compressed, and some dialogue has been recreated.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“Why fit in when you were born to stand out?”  

	Dr Seuss

	 

	 


Life Before Zak

	 

	This is the story of my son, Zak Jacob Coates, born against all odds on 24 February 2006. My very own boy wonder...

	I met Zak’s father, Jake, in Cyprus during the summer of 2005. He was in the Royal Air Force and I worked for a large tour operator as the resort manager. The attraction was instant and Zak was conceived in August 2005, just before my 40th birthday. I don’t know about life beginning at forty, but mine changed dramatically that year.

	Our family unit was made up of India, my five-year-old daughter from a previous relationship, and Jake’s daughters from his first marriage, Lucy (nine) and Hannah (seven). Jake’s daughters lived with him and the girls became best friends during their first meeting at Limassol Water Park, when India gave Lucy and Hannah her Barbie dolls to play with.

	Prior to meeting Jake, I had been a single mum living in Cyprus with my five-year-old daughter, India. She had a major health scare when she was a baby; she caught dysentery and failed to recover. We were living in the Dominican Republic at the time and India’s health deteriorated rapidly. I worked for a tour operator and was able to take advantage of the first available seats on a flight going to the UK. We flew into Gatwick where my brother-in-law, Glynn, picked us up and drove us straight to Booth Hall Children’s Hospital, Manchester. They very quickly put us both into isolation and said that India was suffering from severe malnutrition. Over the course of a week, India was tested for lots of conditions and towards the end of that week she was subjected to an endoscopy procedure where they quickly determined that India had Celiac Disease. Her diet was immediately changed and she began to recover overnight and flourish. 

	The company I worked for then offered me a job in Cyprus and it was here that this story truly begins.

	These were exciting times. We all moved into our new apartment in December 2005 and the only blight on our excitement and happiness was my morning sickness. I’d never experienced anything quite like this, and will never know why it’s called morning sickness. For me it was constant throughout the day, and night time too. I looked back on the almost idyllic pregnancy I had with India and was convinced the differences were because I was having a boy. The scan confirmed this. With three girls already in our family we were both delighted with this news and the girls were very excited about having a little brother.

	The happiness was short-lived. 

	Following my twenty-week scan, the sonographer wanted us to return the following week for a second scan. 

	During that first scan, the sonographer had concentrated on my baby’s head. I wracked my brain trying to work out what, if anything could be wrong. Neither Jake nor I knew anything about cleft lips or palates, and we hadn’t met anyone with these conditions, but for some reason, I couldn’t stop thinking about them. As soon as we arrived home that day I followed my gut instinct and we started researching on the Internet. I was surprised to find that there wasn’t much information and most of what we did find came from America. The one UK website that was very useful was the Cleft Lip and Palate Association (CLAPA), the only UK-wide voluntary organisation specifically for anyone affected by cleft lips and palates. I’m still grateful I found this charity as they have been supportive since day one. 

	During the second scan, I noticed the sonographer was still concentrating on my baby’s head. This hadn’t happened when I was pregnant with India so the tiny alarm bells that had already been ringing were now loudly clamouring for attention, especially when he told us he was going to get a second opinion. He seemed to take ages checking my baby’s head and Jake and I looked at each other. My worries were reflected in his eyes and I was the first to ask the question: 

	‘Are you looking for a cleft?’ It was the only question I could think of to ask and to this day, I don’t know why.

	He seemed surprised that I’d asked that particular question but nodded anyway, agreeing with me that he had noticed something was different. Another doctor came into the room and checked out the scans. He agreed that my baby had some sort of cleft lip, palate or both, but that it was too early to confirm exactly what the problem was. As Jake and I were not married, I was being treated as a private patient. This meant we had to have a discussion about whether our baby would be entitled to medical treatment under the current military rules and regulations. We were assured by one of the midwives that the baby would be covered as a dependant of Jake. We were also informed that because Manchester was my home city, we would be referred to the Manchester Cleft Lip and Palate Team.

	At home that evening we looked at some pictures of before and after reconstructive surgery, and reality hit like a bolt of lightning. We had been asked to consider aborting my baby because he was going to have to undergo invasive surgery and suffer dreadfully. My heart bled for this precious bundle I was carrying, and now I understood something of why we had been asked to consider aborting him.  However, despite the initial shock, we decided that no matter what happened we already loved him, and we were definitely going to keep our baby whatever challenges lay ahead. 

	Because I lived overseas, the company I worked for only covered my medical bills for the first part of my pregnancy therefore I was to be relocated back to the UK for the remainder of the pregnancy and maternity leave. Although I was unable to obtain help from the RAF for my own personal treatment, I was allowed to be treated at the military clinic on a private, paying patient, basis. So I chose to stay in Cyprus. As the baby I was carrying was a dependant of Jake's, we were assured he would receive all the medical treatment he needed. The relief of knowing that the baby would be treated was palpable when, following the scan diagnosis, it was determined that our baby would need specialist care when born and the social workers and maternity teams who worked with the military came to my assistance. They ordered special bottles for feeding and connected me with the Manchester Specialist Cleft team. 

	I was put in touch with Trisha Bannister, a cleft lip and palate coordinator and specialist, who was helpful from the outset. We had numerous conversations where Trisha explained everything from feeding methods (depending on the type of cleft), to the best equipment to be used. It was agreed that at week twenty-eight of my pregnancy I would return to the ante-natal clinic in Cyprus, The Princess Mary Hospital (TPMH), for further scans as they would be able to determine the extent of our baby’s cleft. In the meantime, I was advised to discuss any concerns with the coordinator who was more than happy for me to call at any time.

	Twenty-five weeks into my pregnancy at an antenatal appointment, it was confirmed that my blood pressure was getting

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
