The Clinic
I ran away from home, suitcase in hand, at the age of sixteen to be free. I told my sister I was going to the launderette to wash my dirty clothes. I jumped on a train to London and ended up in Bristol. Then at 18, with a babe in arms I ran away from her father, telling him I was going to the bank to get some money. I got back on that train and went home. 
In July 2023, I was just eighteen, and my baby Josie was not quite one. I loved being back home with my sisters. At first, I stayed with my older sister Perly and her boyfriend in their mobile home; she treated my baby like her own. Soon After, I moved into a little caravan with Josie and shared mum and dad’s old shed kitchen with my little sister zeta. Mum and dad didn’t need it; they had left home and gone to Ireland while I was in Bristol. 
Zeta has always been my ride-or-die. She was 16, I was 18, and we lived together with my baby. It was one of the happiest and most carefree times of my life.  We lived with our other four siblings, each with our own caravan or shack, camped around an old apple tree on a disused airstrip. 
That summer was spent playing with the children under the apple tree, smoking weed, and having communal BBQs. Zeta and I ate pasta when we didn’t eat with our siblings and their families. It was divine. We couldn’t eat it when dad lived at home because he hated it. So, we lived off it for two years. Being free to laugh and be ourselves without our dad’s or my ex’s tyranny was empowering.  
But not long after I moved back home, I realized I was pregnant. There was no question in my mind about what I needed to do. End the pregnancy as fast as possible and continue looking after my baby. That is how I ended up going to Harleston Dr surgery for the first time since childhood. 
The waiting room was a sea of crunchy carpet tiles and wipe-clean chairs dotted with coughing townies. The smell of bleach cleaner, air freshener, and stagnant sickness was always heavy in that room.  I liked to avoid going there at all costs. The only time we ever went there as kids were to collect antibiotics if somebody got a chest infection. D.R. Valorie would always complain to mum about her choice not to vaccinate us. And looked at us as if we were a bunch of wild strays. I suppose we were.  Why was it always so hot in there? Why didn’t they open the windows and let in some fresh air? Instead, brewing the potion of chemicals and germs in the overheated atmosphere. The elixir of modern society’s bad decisions. No, thank you, not for me. I don’t need a dose of that unique concoction.
 When I finally reached D.R., Valorie’s cramped treatment room, I tried to occupy Josie’s inquisitive little hands. To prevent her from touching the heavily bleached lino floor.  I was nervous about asking him for an abortion. I wasn’t stupid; I knew how I looked to him. 18 with a baby and an unwanted pregnancy. Josie was everything. My world rotated around that little, blazing ball of light. The clever, squishy, curly-haired little girl was attuned beyond her years to other people’s emotions. I did ask him. He told me he thought continuing the pregnancy would be best for my daughter and me. ‘It will be good for her to have a sibling,’ he said. ‘She is at the right age.’ 
I didn’t want to tell the Dr that I had run away from the beatings or that the baby growing inside me was put there by force.  Instead, I stayed calm and insistent. Stay strong for Josie, don’t break down, or let him treat me like a silly emotional child. I thought.  There was nowhere to hide, nowhere to look, nowhere to escape or take a breath. No windows, not even a glimpse of the natural world outside to draw strength from. So again, I focused on the brightest light in the room—my daughter. Eventually, the doctor agreed to refer me for an abortion. But first, he needed to perform an internal examination to ensure I was pregnant. After unnecessarily getting me to strip off so that he could put his fingers inside me, I was informed that I was, in fact, with child (no shit). Valorie thought it best to give me ‘time to change my mind’ before referring me. He waited till the last minute and made me carry what turned out to be two foetuses until my belly was visibly swollen and my body and mind were exhausted. That was my punishment, I presumed. The abortion was followed by silent grief. But no regret.
About two years later, I made another visit to that surgery. I couldn’t keep away! Being the responsible young woman I was, then 20 years old and in a stable relationship, I decided to avoid any more unwanted pregnancies.  So, I called the surgery and asked to see a female Dr to discuss getting a coil fitted. When I arrived, I was shown again to Doctor Valorie's stagnant office. I was confused. I was pretty sure he wasn’t female.  ‘You see, miss freeman,’ he said, ‘D.R. Anderson can’t possibly discuss contraception with you. It is against her beliefs to endorse the procedure you request.’ He then informed me that although the catholic female Dr would not discuss contraception, she would fit the coil. What kind of insanity is this, I thought? Why not get a nurse to fit the coil? Rather than a woman who can’t even discuss the option of a coil. After informing me that the procedure could make me infertile for life, he gave me a date to return for the fitting. 
I returned at the appointed time and date. Nervous about my coil fitting. After a brief wait in my favorite gets sic quick waiting room, I was called to see D.R. Anderson. She was a tall, withdrawn-looking woman wearing brown wool with a neat grey bun and a stern expression. You couldn’t make this stuff up... Over her yarn, she had a blue plastic apron and latex gloves. Ove her head Was the blinding fluorescent light of her treatment room. She didn’t have time for conversation and informed me she would now leave the room. I should remove the bottom half of my clothing, lie on her reclining chair, and cover myself up with the blue paper modesty cover. The procedure was quick and excruciating. She wasn’t joking when she said she couldn’t discuss contraception. She didn’t even tell me it won’t hurt; it will just be a pinch. Like they usually do. ‘All done. I’ll leave the room so you can get dressed. There is an information leaflet for you there,’ she said, pointing to her desk. The leaflet informed me about taking paint killer one hour before the procedure and how to look after myself when I got home. Thanks, guys… that would have been useful before the torture. I carefully read the instructions on looking after myself following a coil fitting and continued with my life. 
After two months, when I started experiencing pain and loss of menstruation, I called the surgery and asked for the coil to be checked. Once again, I ended up with my legs in the air and the Stoney-faced D.R. Anderson feeling around inside me. ‘You’re pregnant,’ she said without ceremony. ‘How is that possible?’   ‘The coil is in the wrong place.’ She said, ‘Stay where you are. I’ll have to get it out. That hurt even more than the fitting. And so, with tears in my eyes, I found myself pregnant again.
Much to the disdain of my new boyfriend, I decided I was ready to give three-year-old Josie a sibling. I didn’t even care if I ended up raising them alone; I couldn’t go through with another abortion. And anyway, I was stronger now. The pregnancy was enjoyable, and I avoided doctors and midwives as much as possible. I didn’t like the poking and prodding. I spent the time enjoying Josie and decorating an old mobile I had bought for £50. I am still proud of my self-taught lino fitting skills. But it was not the same as when I was pregnant with Josie; I knew everything was ok that time. I knew this baby was different. I told my sister-in-law that I couldn’t stop thinking about downs syndrome. She and everybody else told me to put it out of my mind. So, I did. And when the baby came, she came fast and easy. She swam out of me with the waters like a little fish. I immediately took her in my arms and put her on my breast, where she fed eagerly. Those bright, clever eyes looked up at me, and I knew she would be ok. The midwife told me She thought my baby had Down syndrome. It didn’t matter. ‘Look at her eyes,’ I said, ‘she is very clever.’
After things settled down and poppy had finished seeing all the specialists and having all the tests, I was finally home again with my babies. Poppy, three-year-old Josie, and I quickly settled into a relaxed routine of cuddling, eating, and playing. That’s when I received the summons from Doctor Valorie. 
Poppy didn’t like the get-sic-quick waiting room either. As she fussed on my lap, I pulled her close and lifted my sweater to feed her. ‘It’s ok little one, you’re still safe,’ I whispered.  Across the ocean of wipe clean chairs was a slumped, pregnant teenager, drinking red bull. She sat with her back turned to what must be her mum. Between heaving wheezing breaths, the girl’s mother loudly informed her that her life would be over when that baby came. The pregnant daughter, who had clearly heard it all, looked down at her phone. The words were not really for her anyway. Those words were for the waiting room audience. To ensure we knew she didn’t condone her daughters’ wayward choices.
The look of disgust from the pallid wheezing mother across the room was an immediate response to my feeding my baby. She couldn’t see my naked breast, but knowing it was there, in my baby’s mouth, was enough for her. 
Finally, my name was called. I gathered my bags and my baby to go and see the D.R. I walked across the waiting room and past the red bull girl and her disapproving mother. This soon-to-be grandmother and pillar of virtue was now visibly adding her perspiration to the waiting room elixir. Yum. Maybe they’re going to see D.R. Anderson. I wondered if the catholic Dr was ok with discussing conception out of wedlock. But perhaps the Red bull girl was married, and I realized I was the one stereotyping now. 
I walk into treatment room 4, and once again, D.R. Valorie points for me to sit in the blue chair across from him. ‘So, Miss Freeman, you’re here for a newborn check, I see,’ he says, looking up at me over his thick spectacles. His eyebrows raised as if he didn’t know why I was there. ‘Umm, yes. I had a letter from your office asking me to bring Poppy. She has already seen a specialist. But apparently, you wanted to meet her?’ I said to him, feeling slightly perplexed by the pretense. ‘Ok then. Well, let us get on with it, shall we?’ said the D.R. as he removed his stethoscope from around his neck and began to listen to Poppy’s heart. To my enormous pride, Poppy beamed up at the D.R. and wiggled her little arms and legs in joy. He proceeded to measure her head circumference and body length. ‘So, miss freeman. I understand she has Downs syndrome?’ the D.R. half asked, and half affirmed. ‘Yes,’ I responded.  As the D.R.  put poppy onto his scales, she obligingly reached up to hold his finger and let out some idyllic cooing and giggling noises.
I was sure Valorie would soon tell me her eye contact, smiles, and fine motor skills were terrific. I mean, look at her… she is a prodigy. Alas, he ignores all of poppies advances and instructs me to take her back. As he took notes on his findings, he began to question me. ‘Did you know she had Downs syndrome before she was born?’  ‘No,’ I respond. ‘You and the midwives advised me not to be tested due to my young age,’ I said. ‘But I was worried about it. Don’t you remember? I knew something was different. I Told you when I came and announced my pregnancy. I even said I couldn’t stop worrying about downs syndrome’ ‘I see, said the D.R. well, you should have taken the test.’ He replied. I just looked at him, confused. ‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘it’s not like we could have done anything about it. You can’t fix downs syndrome, can you?’ ‘No,’ replied the DR. ‘But you could have had an abortion, couldn’t you?’ I looked up at him in shock. So now you want me to have an abortion, I thought. ‘I wouldn’t have wanted an abortion. Look at her. She is perfect’ The Dr still refused to make eye contact with poppy, who was again showing off and trying to get his attention. ‘Well, miss freeman. Medically speaking, no, she is not perfect,’ The Dr replied. 

Reflective Essay

In this module, we have been exploring spiritual and religious experiences. I was quickly drawn to looking at the occasional paper on mystic women in the Middle Ages as it investigates a topic I am researching for my dissertation. My first response to the occasional paper was a short piece of fiction titled Isolde. Within that story, I explored societal expectations of women, religion, and spiritual experience in the Middle Ages. I furthered my research by examining how mystic women have been perceived in literature throughout history. The earliest example of which I found was the Mabinogion. This collection of Celtic stories is teeming with tales of strong and revered mystical women. On close examination of the stories, one can see the Christian lens through which the stories have been interpreted when recorded by monks in the Middle Ages. In my second response for this module, I discussed this topic in the form of a poster titled, mystic women in literature. While researching the topic, I read Hamnet, a fictional tale of William Shakespeare’s wife and children.
In this book, Shakespeare’s wife, Anges, is portrayed as a wild woman from the woods with the power of foresight. Her tale of motherhood, judgment, and grief recalled some of my memories and led me to write the above memoir, The Clinic. Before writing the clinic, I hoped it would echo my previous short story Isolde. Both focus on societal expectations, spiritual experience, and religion. I also wanted to add diversity to the global conversation on bodily autonomy and women’s rights. At the same time, giving a modern-day, first-hand account of foresight or unexplainable intuition.
My first draft of the clinic was written from a close third-person perspective and told the story of the four different experiences of being in the doctor’s surgery. The story begins with sitting in the waiting room with baby poppy, and the other visits are shown as memories. There whew multiple problems with this approach. Firstly, the close third person perspective lacked intimacy, and referring to myself as she, the baby as she, and the female D.R. as she was confusing and unnecessary. So, I Rewrote the story in the first-person perspective, making it much easier to understand. My next problem was that every paragraph of my story was in the same location, jumping between memories at different times. This also led to unnecessary confusion. I decided that telling my story with memories of memories did not add anything significant. So, I restructured the paragraphs chronologically and removed all explanatory time frame sentences. This gave me more space within my word count and helped me combat my next problem. The story was boring. 
I added some backstories and character details to make my memoir more interesting to readers. Such as my running away from home. A little about my life with my siblings and my reasons for abortion. I also felt it would make the story more compelling and understandable if it were clear that we had come from a background of patriarchy. So, I alluded to my father’s tyranny. 
This is my first memoir, and I found it challenging to write. I struggled to make it exciting and not read like a chronological list of events. I also found it emotionally gruelling to write honestly about my own life. This is why I initially reported in the close third-person perspective, as that level of detachment made it a bit easier to write. I am still working on this piece as I am still determining what I want to say with it or if it interests others. There are still paragraphs in which I need to work on the sense of place, such as when I was getting my coil fitted, during my pregnancy with poppy, and After I took her home. Although the story sheds some light on women's difficulties, I don’t think I have achieved a gripping piece of writing. Moving forward, I think I will focus more on fiction. 






