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This book is dedicated to my wonderful sister Juliette
and my two beautiful daughters, Lydia and Eleanor
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and
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May Flights of Angels Sing Thee to Thy Rest
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FOREWORD

In which we discover the story behind
Toffee Apples and Quail Feathers

Whether you are already a fan of Jennifer Worth and her writing or are new to it: hello and welcome. First of all, a little bit about my mother Jennifer, her life, her work and her writing. You will find some interesting and useful background information, which hopefully will fill in a few gaps and answer a few questions you may have.

How did it all begin? Well, in 1998, quite by chance, my mother came across an article in the Midwives Journal, exploring the representation of midwives in literature; or rather the lack of it. The article finished with a challenge: ‘Perhaps there is a midwife out there somewhere who can do for midwifery what James Herriot did for vets.’ My mother was the midwife who rose to that challenge. She sat herself down at the table in the dining room and started writing, with a pot of strong coffee and some dark chocolate to keep her going.

Once she started writing she couldn’t stop; she wrote on scrap paper with her trusty fountain pen (she hated biros), correcting mistakes as she went with little bits of white sticky paper, because she was too impatient to wait for correction fluid to dry. She wrote furiously for two or three hours at a time, and then, if the weather was nice, would go out for a bike ride, for a breath of fresh air and to plan her next chapter. That’s when she did her best thinking and she kept a little notebook and a pencil in her saddlebag to jot down ideas.

Sometimes she took herself off to her flat in Brighton (Hove, actually) to do her writing. Here, instead of a bike ride, she would go for a swim in the sea to do her thinking and planning. She had another notebook and pencil in her swimming bag so she could jot down any ideas that came to her while she was doing battle with the waves.

The job of typing her manuscripts fell to her adoring husband, my adorable father Philip Worth: one-time clerk for various small-time law firms; latterly a teacher of Classics, Economics and Law; and, in his retirement, an artist. He had little choice in the matter really because my mother had a fear of computers and wouldn’t touch one with a bargepole; nor would she pay someone to do the typing for her.

My father acquired a computer, and, with a rudimentary grasp of how it worked, he made a start. It’s fair to say it didn’t come naturally to him, but it was a labour of love, and despite numerous mistakes he laboured on. He knew how to type (albeit slowly) and how to save a document. He could use a few of the functions but not all. Someone had told him how to highlight everything by pressing ctrl+A, which he found useful. Unfortunately, no one thought to tell him the purpose of ctrl+Z (undo) which, as time would tell, would have been much more useful.

I clearly remember him spending hours typing up a particularly long chapter (‘The Captain’s Daughter’ from Farewell to the East End), which, for some reason, he highlighted when he got to the end. He then pressed another key at random and, in the process, wiped the whole chapter before he’d managed to save it. All would have been well if he had known the purpose of ctrl+Z but he didn’t, so after swearing furiously at the computer, a brisk walk to clear his head and a stiff whisky, he set to and typed the whole thing again, bless him.

After three years of writing, typing, editing and proofreading, which fell to me (my mother liked to keep it in the family), Call the Midwife was ready for publication. But that was not the end of it, and she kept on writing until two more books were published: Shadows of the Workhouse and Farewell to the East End, which collectively form The Midwife Trilogy. All three books became international bestsellers, and inspired a hit BBC television series by the same name. But that was still not the end of the story and she kept on writing, with a fourth book in mind. In 2010, In the Midst of Life was published, which also became a bestseller.

But then the unthinkable happened: early in 2011, my mother, who had been having trouble swallowing for some weeks, was diagnosed with cancer of the oesophagus. By the time of her diagnosis the tumour was so large she could no longer swallow anything, not even fluids. She had a stent inserted to open up the oesophagus, so she could get some nourishment down her, but that was it; she refused surgery to remove the tumour, preferring to let nature take its course. We were all in shock, my father in complete denial; my mother, who a few months previously had been swimming in the sea and riding her bike, was going to die. She came home and we cared for her until she died just two months after her diagnosis.

A few months after her death, with Episode One of the first TV series soon to be transmitted, my father and I were asked if we would like to give a talk at the local library, where I was working at the time. The talk was a great success, word spread and more and more requests started coming in, so we decided to take Call the Midwife on the road. Together with our good friend Andrew, who acted as presenter, we gave talks at literature festivals, in libraries all over Hertfordshire, to WI groups and at fundraising events. It was a marvellous time for both of us; it was a tribute to my mother, keeping both her work and her memory alive.

We always gave a reading at our talks, our favourite and undoubtedly the most popular being ‘Sister Monica Joan gets stuck in the bath’ from Farewell to the East End, with Fred the boiler man in the starring role. My father, who had a great sense of humour and could do a brilliant Cockney accent, played the part of Fred. His timing was impeccable and he knew just when to drop the punchline: ‘Well, I reckon as ’ow I must be the only bloke in England wot’s seen a nun stark naked.’ As you can imagine, our audiences burst out laughing, and it took several moments before we could resume the reading.

Life changed significantly for both of us when, in 2016, I moved back into the family home to take care of my father, who was getting more and more frail. Life fell into a familiar routine and one evening we were sitting in his study, he with his brandy and me with a white wine and tonic spritzer, chatting about this and that. For some reason the subject of middle names came up. He confessed to feeling more than just a little aggrieved that he hadn’t been given one at birth. His older brother and younger sister had middle names, but he did not; the middle child with no middle name. We decided there and then to do something about it, and so he selected Lloyd (in honour of his father) to be his middle name. There is no official record of this anywhere, which is why I have chosen to remember him in this book as Philip Lloyd Worth. So here he is immortalised; I can hear him chuckling now.

Despite his frailty, we continued our talks; he struggled into the venues, leaning heavily on his Zimmer frame, but, as soon as we sat down, he would come alive and entertain our audiences with his easy charm and delightful sense of humour.

In 2019, eight years after my mother’s death, at the age of eighty-five, my father fell and broke his hip. He had surgery, but, because he was so frail, he ‘failed to thrive’, to use the proper medical term. Three weeks after his fall, my sweet, kind and gentle father died in hospital, with my sister and my two daughters in constant attendance. It was a peaceful, dignified death, which is all any of us can hope for. It was a privilege to live with and care for him in the last years of his life, and I still miss him dreadfully.

In January 2020, the unimaginable happened: there were reports of a deadly virus, which initially seemed a long way from home but within weeks had swept across the world, and in March 2020 we were all thrown into something called ‘lockdown’. The government watchwords were: Stay Home. Protect the NHS. Save Lives. Social contact outside of households was forbidden; only essential shopping was permitted and, thankfully, ‘daily exercise’ for one hour per day. Thank goodness for daily exercise, because that’s what kept me going. When my mother died, I inherited her bike; when we were thrown into lockdown, I got the bike out, pumped up the tyres, oiled the chain, worked out a few pleasant routes through the countryside, and off I went. Daily exercise sorted.

They say history repeats itself. As I was peddling along with nothing but birdsong all around, I found myself using the time to think, just as my mother had done all those years ago. How would my parents have reacted to the pandemic if they were still alive? They would probably have had little awareness of it, as neither of them watched the news or read the papers. My mother may well have carried on regardless, because that’s the kind of person she was. My father would not have had a problem staying home, because he hardly ever went out anyway, but he would certainly have missed our talks and visits from all his friends.

Another day and another ride; as I was cycling along, thinking about this and that, it suddenly dawned on me that 2021 would be the tenth anniversary of my mother’s death. There must be something we can do, I thought to myself, to mark the occasion somehow; to celebrate her life and her writing. And then I remembered, tucked away in the back of a drawer, a folder of unpublished material.

When my mother died, the job of sorting out all her paperwork fell to me, mainly because I am local and my poor father was too overcome with grief to know where or how to begin. I made a start and it soon became clear it was going to be a monumental task. My mother kept every piece of written material that she thought might be of value or importance at some point in the future. Not only were there dozens of folders of all her handwritten and typed manuscripts, there were also publishers’ drafts of all of them. There were books, magazines, journal articles and newspaper cuttings, all of which she used when doing research for her books. I filled a small cupboard and several drawers with her manuscripts, and rationalised the books, articles and cuttings.

I found a folder full of handwritten letters, which, on close inspection, I realised were from people who had read her books and wanted to share their own stories with her. Evidently these letters were very important, as she’d replied to every one of them, dating each letter when her reply was sent. I didn’t feel it was my place to get rid of this collection and so I tucked it away in the back of another drawer. As it turned out, it was a jolly good thing I didn’t get rid of these letters because a few years later they formed the basis of the book Letters to the Midwife.

It took quite some time to sort and organise everything, and it wasn’t until several months after her death that I came across two more folders: one a mysterious handwritten manuscript with no title; and the other a typed manuscript simply labelled ‘Fifth Book’. A fifth book? Needless to say I was curious, and so I made myself a cup of tea and sat down to read this so-called fifth book. I thought it was brilliant. There it was, the makings of another book by Jennifer Worth. This is too good to be true, I thought, but what to do with it? With no immediate answer to that question, I tucked both folders away in the back of yet another drawer (fortunately we have a lot of drawers) and put it to the back of my mind … until my lockdown bike ride, that is.

I hurried home from my ride as quickly as possible to start the search for both folders. With so many drawers to go through, it took a little while, but eventually I found what I was looking for. It appeared to be a collection of stories featuring Fred the boiler man. I checked the folder of handwritten material against the folder labelled ‘Fifth Book’, and sure enough they were one and the same. With mounting excitement, I reread all the material. Some of the stories were fully formed and typed up, some were not yet typed. Some were incomplete and some were just ideas, but there was enough material for half a book. If these stories were carefully edited, and combined with a selection of favourite stories from the trilogy, I thought, we would have the perfect book to celebrate my mother’s life, her work and her writing. But was I up to it? With the tenth anniversary of her death approaching, I decided it was time to shine the spotlight on her writing once again, and so I rose to the challenge. I sat myself down at my desk in the sitting room and started the tricky but rewarding job of editing, with a cup of camomile tea and a piece of flapjack to keep me going.

With the editing complete, I needed to come up with a title, and what better than two of Fred’s little earners? To complement the new material, I have selected additional stories from the trilogy, featuring two of my favourite characters: Chummy and Sister Monica Joan. So, welcome to Fred’s world, to his odd jobs and little earners; to fireworks, to toffee apples and quail feathers. Welcome to the world of pigs and manure and allotments. My hope is that this book will give you as much pleasure as I have had in bringing it together.

Suzannah Worth
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