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I came into the world by elective Caesarian on 12 May 1969 at Clatterbridge Hospital. My neck was strained during the delivery and I didn't breathe immediately. I have left hemiplegia.
Mum and I left hospital when I was twelve days old and went home to be with Dad and my sisters. Everyone was unaware of my problems until I was about six months old and reached to pick up something on my left side with my right hand. A few days later, Mum realised I wasn't actually crawling but shuffling on my bum, using my right leg as a propeller.
She took me to our GP who told her it was a spastic issue, and she nearly fell off her chair. No-one at the hospital had said anything, and I had been discharged as a perfectly normal baby. Apparently the policy then was, "ignorance is bliss."
Slowly, the reality dawned on Mum and Dad and I was carted off to a succession of specialists (including one at Guy's), who momentarily shattered my family's world the day after my first birthday. Cerebral Palsy.
Mum's best friend was well meaning, but very ignorant. She used to say that I'd grow out of it and learn to use my arm. Thirty five years later, she broke one of hers. She understands now.
My parents didn't consider legal action - and I'm glad. In those days no-one ever questioned doctors, and luckily my parents had the "what's done is done" attitude and just got on with it. For me personally, it was the right decision. My family has been spared what would have been unnecessary stress, especially as my only gadget is an all singing, all dancing spud peeler!
I began weekly physiotherapy and hydrotherapy, which continued until I was eight when my therapist retired, and The Powers That Be decided there was nothing more to be done for me. From there I saw the consultant every six months, who'd ask me to walk up and down his room then say, "Very good Jennifer, see you next time."
I had a very normal, happy childhood and as far as my family was concerned, cp just wasn't an issue. We dealt with things as they came up. My arm (affectionately known as "naughty hand") quite often had a mind of its own, but as I grew it became easier to control and now I am only aware of it when I'm stressed or uncomfortable (like now!) Supporting it always helps and if I feel a spasm looming, I try to forget it's happening, or hold it with the other hand until I relax. It's preferable to hitting someone in the face. And I have been known to do that.
At one point my arm became quite tense, so I was referred to a Disability Consultant. He prescribed muscle relaxants which unfortunately affected my entire body making me like a rag doll, so they were rapidly abandoned! He also said that with the right treatment, in time I should be able to use a knife and fork. After a consultation with a senior physio, she basically said that was a load of tosh and I would never gain that level of use. But nowadays I'm more laid back, the spasms are much better and coping with them is easier - most of the time!

My biggest childhood problem was the splint I wore until the age of eleven. I walked on the outer edge of my foot, and its purpose was to stop my knee and hip following suit. First I had an iron one which needed a hole drilling in my shoe. As if that wasn't bad enough, my left foot was two sizes smaller than my right, so although both my shoes originated from the same shop, they were never a pair, though Mum swears otherwise. After that, I had one which went under my sock. This was more invisible, but quite uncomfortable and not as hygienic, either.
At one point, Mum and Dad were offered surgery for me to stretch the tendons in the back of my heel, but they refused. Their theory was that if the tendon overstretched, I would be worse off. This proved to be a good decision - my limp has never been less obvious.
I only discovered recently that Mum and Dad hid many battles with officials from me. The LEA wanted me to go to Special School, and without the back up from a Statement it was much harder to challenge authority. But the LEA hadn't banked on my parents. At the end of the day, they know me better. Mainstream was the right place for me, and my primary schooldays were happy. I was rarely picked on, and if so, it was tactfully dealt with. I had lots of support from teachers and classmates alike.
Swimming with school was a mixed blessing. I enjoyed being in the water, and learnt before I left Junior School. Only being able to go round in circles was a bit unfortunate though! I later mastered backstroke and sidestroke, and circles became a thing of the past.
The downside to swimming with school (and PE when I was older) was getting changed and preserving my dignity. I had no Support Assistant, so Mum used to come and help me. Showers at school were a potential problem, but a few well chosen words from Mum to my Year Head ensured I was excused. Not long after, I stopped doing PE altogether. Forward rolls had been a piece of cake, but anything more technical and they were pushing it!
My attempts at bike riding had crashed out dramatically when Dad let me career into a neighbour's car (he said he was holding me, and I called his bluff!) So at the age of eleven, I decided to give horse riding a whirl. Mum contacted Riding for the Disabled and I was away. At seventeen I became an RDA volunteer, and I've been a Ride Leader for the last five years. Riding is my physiotherapy. I'm fitter than I've ever been, and my balance, coordination and posture have all vastly improved. After a ride I'm so relaxed I feel as close to normal as anyone with cp will get. Unless I've fallen off - and that's happened fourteen times. Managed to land on my feet once though!
A few years ago, I was asked to join the Regional Dressage Team. I couldn't at the time, but I had some trouble getting my head through doorways for a while afterwards!
Secondary School was a bigger hurdle for me than most. I was scared stiff just like everyone else, but wondering if I'd be able to cope ruined my summer holiday. Yes, I could, and I was never bullied. The worst problem was a general lack of communication. One Parents' Night, Mum put a teacher (who by then had taught me for eighteen months) firmly in her place when she said, "There's something different about Jenny, but I just can't put my finger on it."
I had a few minor issues to work around in school, but nothing horrendous:
During the first week, I learnt the hard way about avoiding the between-lesson stampede.
For cookery, Mum would measure the ingredients at home and peel the fruit (or veg), so I had a head start when I got there. I did the best meringues though. I used the electric whisk and everyone else got sore hands.
During PE, I was often stranded on all fours in the gym, while everyone else leapt around like Santa's reindeer.
Bunsen Burners would have been problematic to a lesser mortal, and hydrochloric acid coupled with involuntary arm-waving is dodgy at the best of times.
But I survived school and it survived me.
At 15 I had a crisis. Putting a horse back in his stable after a lesson, I wasn't well. I was disorientated and dizzy, but recovered and put it to the back of my mind. Two weeks later, I was getting ready for school and it happened again. I was scared stiff and refused to go to the doctors. Mum went without me, returning with a hospital referral. I had loads of tests (including a blood test which made me faint) then forgot - it wouldn't be anything serious. No such luck. Epilepsy. I'm on tablets for life.
Fashion conscious adolescence introduced whole new problems. All the shoes I wanted had laces or high heels. Trousers were no good - my left leg is a couple of inches shorter than my right. And as for my hair - well that was just a non-starter! I could get the knots out but that was it. Pony tails? Uh uh. I couldn't maneuver the bobble. And I desperately wanted a bob but couldn't use a hair dryer -1 couldn't hold that and the brush.
Needless to say, at my prehistoric age I've managed to overcome all these snags. My son ties my laces, and if I buy shoes with stocky heels I can do two and a half inches on special occasions. I got over the trouser thing when bootlegs arrived because they draped all over my shoes and no-one could tell. And the hair? Well, the other half does a mean ponytail, and I learnt to hold the dryer between my knees.
Following school, I started at YTS at Wirral Health. I was taken on a few weeks later, and worked there for ten years in different departments. In hindsight, perhaps the post room wasn't such a good idea. Peoples' expectations of me were unrealistic at times, and occasionally I was forced to make a stand. Because my problems aren't so visible, sometimes I have to work harder to change the attitudes of others. That said, putting me on the switchboard was the best thing anyone did for me - my self confidence soared!
As my social life took off there were more snags. I turned holding a bag and a drink simultaneously into an art form. Then I'd pray for time to fast forward if anyone tried to shake my hand. Now I'm quite happy strutting my stuff on the dance floor, but in the beginning my left leg would spasm without fail if I was out to impress someone.
There are advantages though - I never have to go to the bar!
For my eighteenth, my sisters bought me driving lessons, which was great. Only trouble was, every time I filled a DVLA form in, they sent another one. By the time they were ready to let me loose on the road, BSM had nearly given my lessons away. But all was not lost, and I passed on my second go. I never thought I'd be able to drive, but there I was, ripping up the "L" plates (in my teeth!)

On my nineteenth birthday, I went out with a friend and met Mike. Our eyes met across a dimly lit dance floor. He thought I was gorgeous (he was quite drunk and obviously hadn't noticed the curly perm) and I wasn't aware of his white shoes 'til it was too late.
But we hit it off and in 1991 I married my handsome prince. We had the big wedding - I wore the meringue and he trod on it. Luckily it was only the plastic hoop underneath which came adrift, or ours might have been the shortest marriage in history. However, the photographer's wife had an "emergency stash" and she put me back together with a few safety pins. But I was on cloud nine and it was the best day of my life. I did have a spasm when he put the ring on my finger, but that was bound to happen, wasn't it?
Our next milestone was kids.
We have three sons - Andy 11, Tom 8 and Dan 6. All the pregnancies were pretty straightforward, although I was probably more tired than most. They were all born naturally, and I didn't stay in longer than anyone else. The only problem was the first pregnancy destabilizing my epilepsy, but soon after Andy was born I was referred to Walton Hospital. They trebled the medication, and I've been fine since.
Coping with a baby is hard for any new mum, but I had to find my own way of doing things. I couldn't bath them before they were able to sit up, but I did everything else. Nappy time was a challenge, and I discovered it was easier if my body was at right angles to the baby then I could pin him down with my good leg. The consequences if he escaped at the wrong moment didn't bear thinking about - sometimes my reflexes were faster than the speed of light to prevent catastrophe.
Luckily they were all good and slept a lot (probably knocked out by my tablets!) so I was back in the swing quite quickly. My "must have" equipment was a set of toddler reins. It would have been impossible for me to keep my kids safe without them. I can't hold hands and carry shopping at the same time.
Before they were born, I imagined the boys would learn to take advantage of my situation. How wrong was I? They have never pulled a stunt because they could, and I'm really proud of them all. Dan asks other mums if they've got naughty hands too!
Unfortunately, when Tom was five he was diagnosed with Autistic Spectrum Disorder and just for a while, the bottom fell out of our world. After loads of tears we accepted the situation, and with lots of support from school he was Statemented. After a couple of years in mainstream he now attends a Communication Disorder Unit - and he's a different child.
Andy and Dan are both happy and doing well. Andy started Grammar School recently and has settled really well, and Dan, well - he's the cheeky one! We're lucky they are all good mates and spend loads of time together. They'll all tower over me before long, and I won't be able to reach anything they put away!!

I lead a very happy, fulfilled life. I am independent (well, mostly), and when Dan started school I began helping out there. The head teacher invited me to take an accredited course, qualifying me to help under-achieving kids with their reading. I now run the programme under a teacher's guidance.
The only major issue I still have is eating out. Bit embarrassing when I can't cut my dinner up! My family is well tuned in though, and a pleading look to a knowing relative is usually all I need. Failing that, I order mushy food. And I still can't stand those taps in public toilets that only work when you push the top down. I can only wash one hand! Perhaps the best advice I can give is that although you may find many tasks more challenging than non disabled people, nothing is impossible. All you need to do is work out how you can best deal with any given task, and practice will usually make perfect (like speech making!)
Finally, I'd like to acknowledge how devastating it is to discover your loved one has cp. But it isn't the end of the world. Try to see it as one of life's hiccups. Yes, it may present obstacles occasionally, but that needn't be a negative. It can be very character-building. I've had all the normal life experiences, and to be perfectly honest, I'm glad I've got cp. It's made me who I am. I don't think I'd have been as compassionate or sensitive, and some opportunities wouldn't have come along, if mine had been a textbook birth. I certainly wouldn't be standing here now.
Aim high and go for your dreams. No one else can do it for you.
