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For Theo, of course,
and in memory of Matt Pelly




This is a book about being one of two dads. It’s a book about the things I have felt and thought about becoming a dad, about being a gay dad, and about being a dad to our son, whom we adopted. Our son has a story too and, in many ways, it is much more interesting than my story. But it isn’t my story; it’s his. And because it’s his story to tell, there are other far more moving, far more important and far more fascinating experiences that we have had as parents that I have left out of this book. And that’s fine.

I also talk about the experience of adoption. To protect the people involved in that confidential process I have swapped around details, locations, ages and contexts, and changed names. So while the things said here are all true, the people who said them are amalgamations and do not represent specific people. It is an imperfect but necessary way of dealing with a complex and very emotional reality. Which is a perfect way of describing adoption as a whole, not to mention parenthood.
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Arrival

The Call

My childhood fantasy, whenever there was an unexpected knock at the door, was that Charles and Diana had had a breakdown on the A road that ran outside our house and needed a bed for the night. Subsequently, I was always mortified when the door opened on a grinning friend of my parents or some pre-GPS driver lost in the black Oxfordshire countryside.

This huge disparity between reality and the grandiose expectations that I was able to conjure up in milliseconds has never left me. However wonderful a gift, however exciting the content of a letter, however remarkable a phone call, it never quite lives up to the explosion of anticipation I feel when I don’t recognise the handwriting on an envelope or the number of an incoming call on my mobile phone. In those seconds before revelation, I imagine boundless riches; I imagine stiff invitations from the Palace, a voice saying, ‘Mr Fergusson? I’m connecting you with the Prime Minister.’ And so I can’t help always being a little disappointed, even when it’s something genuinely thrilling.

The call that Wednesday afternoon was a rare exception. I had just finished teaching my weekly English class at the University of Potsdam and saw a missed call on my phone with a Berlin number. I am always waiting for the call, the one that is going to change my life, so it’s impossible for me to ignore an unidentified number. I always phone back. And then have to pretend to be delighted to have got hold of the bike shop or the bank.

‘Frau Schw[mumble],’ the voice said.

I sat back in the scratched plastic chair, my fingers still smooth with chalk. It was very promising. Someone official. I had applied for a creative writing grant six months earlier and thought, Of course they call to congratulate you personally, to tell you they’ve decided to consolidate all the grants into a single grant to reward the most astonishing application they’d ever received.

‘It’s Ben Fergusson. I had a missed call from this number.’

‘Sorry, I missed the name.’

‘Ben Fergusson.’

A pause. ‘Ah, Herr Fergusson. It’s Frau Schwenk.’ Our social worker, I now understood. ‘Thank you for getting back to me. I’m calling because we have a little boy, four weeks old, who needs a family.’

A woman in our adoption preparation classes had told us she saw stars when she got the call. For me it was more like pressing the pause button on an old VHS. Everything stopped, went silent, juddered a little. I started taking notes in red pen on the back of a vocabulary card, the scratching ballpoint loud in my ears. ‘Boy’, I scribbled. ‘4 weeks old’. But that was the sum of the information she could give me over the phone.

‘You will need to come to the Senate this evening or tomorrow first thing.’ In Berlin, it is rather grandly an office of the State Senate that organises adoptions. ‘Then, assuming you are fine with the details, you’ll need to meet him tomorrow afternoon. And then if that goes well, you’ll need to be ready to bring him home on Friday morning.’ A day and a half to prepare for the rest of our lives.

I knew that my husband, Tom, was at his psychotherapy practice until six. I left him a shaky voice message in the empty classroom bright with fluorescent light. I wasn’t quite in tears, because I wasn’t yet sure it was going to work out. Our social workers had made it clear that we needed to be open-minded when we met our prospective child, in case we didn’t bond. Our first social worker, a tough-talking Berliner called Frau Welke, had offered us the slightly perplexing example of a couple she had looked after who rejected a baby, already in their arms at the hospital, because it was called Frieda. Apparently the mother knew a Frieda she hated.

Egbert? Vlad? Turbo? Try as we might, Tom and I couldn’t think of a name that we would have found so traumatically awful that we would reject an otherwise perfect baby.

I bumped into my colleague Sowun as I was leaving the office and she asked me which train I was getting.

‘The five o’clock,’ I said.

‘Great. Wait for me. I’ll come with you.’

I hadn’t spoken to Tom yet. I couldn’t tell Sowun before I told Tom, so she chatted to me about her upcoming trip back home to Seoul, landing on the day when all South Korean students take their A Levels at precisely the same time. Behind her, the sun was setting through the window. I squinted and nodded moronically, trying to listen to what she was saying, but feeling that she was very far away behind a sheet of glass.

Back home, pinching my bottom lip at the kitchen table, an undrunk cup of tea at my elbow, I watched the grey ticks of my WhatsApp voice message to Tom turn blue. A few seconds later he called back, desperate for details.

‘How old is he?’

‘Four weeks.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘I don’t know. They’ll tell us tomorrow, I think.’

‘Is he well?’

‘She said a healthy baby.’

I could hear the cracking of the floorboards in his office as he shifted his weight.

‘Maybe this is it.’

‘Maybe,’ I said.

Tom’s practice is outside Berlin, and it would be another two hours before he got home. Because we hadn’t even met our son yet, I didn’t want to call my family and get them excited about something that might not be happening. I tried to read, but found myself staring out into the night sky, the paperback spatchcocked on my chest. I turned on the TV, but anything interesting was too difficult to concentrate on and anything banally entertaining seemed to clash with the moment. So I poured myself a Scotch and played a mindless strategy game on my computer for two hours as the night set in.

After many rounds of hugging, Tom and I went through the schedule for the next few days. We had the first meeting at the Senate from eight to eleven in the morning, and were meeting our potential son from three to six in the afternoon that same day. All going well, we would be picking him up on Friday morning at eleven. This, we worked out, left us a window of four hours on Thursday in which to purchase everything a baby might need for its first night at home, as well as a car seat to get him back from the hospital.

While Tom did a trolley dash around Rossmann, the local drugstore chain – buying multiple bottles and dummies when he wasn’t sure which type was right – I marched into the nearest baby clothing shop and said: ‘I need all the clothes for a four-week-old baby boy.’

The friendly but bewildered shop assistant said, ‘What size is he?’

I approximated what I thought the size of a four-week-old baby was with my hands. She frowned.

‘I mean, how tall is he?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘How much does he weigh?’

‘About three kilos when he was born.’

‘And now?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Is this your baby?’ she asked.

Once I’d cleared up the confusion, we set about piling up socks, hats, rompers and sleeping bags on the counter, our search punctuated by her suddenly remembering essentials – ‘You need hundreds of muslins!’ – and offering sage advice – ‘Too big is always better than just fits!’

That same weekend I returned to exchange half of what I’d bought because I’d guessed most of the sizes wrong and, in my post-arrival stupor, had boil-washed all the woollens.

A Brief Historical Interlude

To be clear, we weren’t simply incompetently ill prepared for the advent of our first child. The absurd speed of our son’s arrival and our planned unpreparedness, like so much of German public life, is intricately interwoven with the country’s twentieth-century history.

I was really disturbed during the Brexit debate to read accusations of Germany using the EU as a tool for some sort of Nazi-style power grab to create a unified Europe under its Machiavellian control.1 It is impossible to overemphasise the extent to which, over seventy-five years after the war ended, the whole of Germany’s civil apparatus continues to be geared towards eliminating the ills of the Nazi era. Of course, Germany, like every country in Europe, still has problems with political extremes, but every area of public life here, from education and health to Germans’ relationship with video surveillance, is deeply influenced by the country’s past. And the same is true of adoption.

As part of their bid to build a greater German Reich in Europe, the Nazis weaponised all elements of civil society, and this included the care system. In the mid-1930s the SS set up the Lebensborn (literally ‘Font of Life’) programme, providing welfare to married and unmarried mothers in return for them giving birth to their Aryan children in SS adoption homes. These children, some 20,000 by the end of the war, were then syphoned off to party members who couldn’t have children naturally.

More terrifying still was the role of adoption in the Generalplan Ost, the Nazis’ scheme to annex and racially purify huge swathes of Eastern Europe for Hitler’s much-vaunted Lebensraum (‘living space’). Focused on Poland, the Nazis systematically kidnapped up to 400,000 children that they considered to be of German descent and thus Aryan-Nordic. Only 15 to 20 per cent of these children were ever returned to their biological parents and many thousands died being transported or were murdered in concentration camps when no homes were found for them.

In the light of these horrors, West Germany set about embedding the right of parents to their children in the Grundgesetz, the country’s post-war democratic constitution. As a result, judges in modern-day Germany are still deeply wary of legally removing children from their biological parents. There are still, sadly, many cases in which children can’t be left in the homes into which they were born but, in Germany, children removed by the court are generally not put up for adoption. Instead, Germany has a three-tier care programme, consisting of adoption, short-term foster care and then a middle way called long-term foster care, where the majority of children land who will never be able to live with their biological families again.

This all means that children in Germany who are adopted are nearly always children who for countless reasons have not been removed by the court, but have consciously been put up for adoption by one or more of their parents, nearly always their mother. Generally mothers make this decision before or just after the child is born and they often don’t tell the authorities about their pregnancy until they’ve gone into labour, or sometimes in the hours or days after birth. Sometimes the children have been abandoned, often in hospitals, and sometimes they have been placed in one of the country’s Babyklappen, literally ‘baby flaps’, where mothers are allowed to leave their children anonymously without risk of being prosecuted for abandonment. The latter system is designed to reduce the number of children who die each year after being abandoned in unsafe locations, though its effectiveness is contentious.

The consequence of this set-up is that, unlike most other countries, the majority of adoptions in Germany involve babies. It also means that there are relatively few children who are put up for adoption in the first place, because children over two almost always end up in foster care. In Berlin, which is both a city and a federal state with a population of about 4 million, around eighty children are adopted per year by parents who had no previous relationship to them – that is to say, children who weren’t adopted by a relative, like a step-parent. For those eighty children, the main adoption organisation, the Berlin Senate Office for Education, Young People and Families, has around two thousand prospective adopters on its books.

This comes of course with advantages for children in need of adoption. For a start, they are more or less guaranteed adoptive parents, and social workers have much more choice when it comes to picking exactly the right parents to fulfil a child’s specific needs. People often talk about adoptive parents being on the waiting list for a child, but there is in fact no waiting list. Instead, the authorities refer to ‘a pool’ of approved prospective adopters, who are carefully matched with children by the social workers in the Senate Office.

We were incredibly lucky – the gap between approval and our son’s arrival was just three months. The average is one to two years. The hard truth, though, banged into us throughout the whole year-long process, is that being approved for adoption does not mean you will ever be offered a child.

The Meeting House

Before our son arrived, Tom and I often talked about how our social worker could possibly decide whether or not we matched a child that was potentially only a few weeks old. And yet, from the day we brought him home, we have been astounded by how perfectly matched he is. Perhaps, blinded by love, we would say this about any child we adopted. But whenever we meet up with other adoptive parents, I look at their children and I look at Theo and I think, It could only have been him.

I was very moved recently by someone captioning a picture of their biological daughter with the line ‘I’m so glad it was you’. A sentiment that captures the unbelievably unlikely series of cosmic machinations that led to her having this child rather than the billions of other possible children that might have been created by her ovaries and her partner’s sperm if they’d made love a second earlier or later. But I have been surprised that my gut feeling when I watch my son thudding off through the flat to fetch another book is ‘Of course it was you’. I am shocked by how inevitable he seems to me, how completely familiar.

We met him in the doorway of a building in Mariendorf, a quarter of Berlin famous for its immigration centre. It has been the first port of call for the millions of refugees who fled first Eastern Europe, then East Germany and, more recently, Southern Europe, the Middle East and North Africa – all also in search of refuge, looking for a new home.

Both we and the nurse who had looked after him for the first few weeks of his life arrived too early and the building was locked. We said hello, my heart pounding in my throat at the sight of the car seat with a muslin pegged over the top.

‘Could we see him?’ Tom said.

I was worried this might not be allowed, somehow. But I also didn’t want to stand making small talk, pretending that our prospective son was not a few inches from the ends of our toes.

‘Of course,’ she said.

We knelt, she lifted the muslin, and we peered in. He was asleep, tiny beneath the folds of his colourful hat and knitted cardigan, his little face waxy and doll-like.

The social worker arrived on time and we were shown into a large room with a big table, upon which the nurse set Theo’s car seat. She chattered on about his routine, how much he ate, how much she had enjoyed looking after him during those few weeks. I took down notes on my mobile phone, intermittently looking up at him. ‘Who are you?’ I wanted to ask him, but he was perfectly still, his tight lips and tight lids inscrutable.

Then he stirred, blinked and woke up.

His eyes were black, and the nurse asked us if we wanted to hold him. He started crying the moment he was in my arms. I joggled him around the room but he was inconsolable, his face becoming all mouth and reddening to a rich crimson as the nurse shouted out instructions like a shepherd to a collie. ‘Lift him up.’ ‘Hold the dummy in.’ ‘Talk to him.’ ‘Sway! Sway!’ Eventually, after ten minutes that felt like thirty, he quietened.

The nurse made up his milk. I sat down and the social worker packed a pillow around me that resembled a giant fluorescent snake. They tucked Theo into the crook of my arm and gave me the tiny bottle. That was the moment. Tom asked the nurse and the social worker some questions, I listened and nodded, and got lost in his face, his hesitant drinking, the perfection of his fingernails and his creased little palms.

‘So,’ the social worker said. ‘We’re going to leave the room now and you can have a think about whether it fits.’

We waited for them to leave and, when we thought they were out of earshot, we looked at each other and said, ‘Well, yes of course, no?’

‘Of course.’

I felt as if the momentousness of the decision required more time, more discussion, but what else was there to say?

Then we had half an hour just to sit with him asleep in our arms, impossibly small, radiating an impossible amount of heat.

The Pick-up

A car seat and a blanket: the only two items required to be in your possession if you want to take a baby home from a hospital in Berlin. Whether or not you actually have a car is immaterial. So the next day, a cool autumn morning at the end of October, we set out on foot with a mustard-coloured blanket folded up in our new, empty car seat. The pavement and the streets were strewn with lemon-yellow leaves. Yellow buses splashed through black puddles and the high song of the S-Bahn train filled the indigo sky.

I thought about the impossibility of fathoming great change. When we had moved back to Berlin from London three years earlier, people had asked me, ‘How do you feel about the move?’, said, ‘This time tomorrow you’ll be living in Berlin.’ And I replied with some version of ‘I know, we’re so excited’, but really I couldn’t comprehend it. It was completely cognitive. I understood it would be happening, but I didn’t believe it. I understood too that we were going to pick up our son, but how could I possibly believe that two hours later we would be at home with our baby?

I was reminded of my sister’s planned Caesarean; how odd it was to speak to her from the hospital at three o’clock, her telling me to think about her at four o’clock when my niece would be alive in the world.

We too were beginning our family at an institutionally allotted time – 11 a.m. on a Friday morning. Life is filled with change, but there are only a few moments in which we are aware that we are standing in one life and that imminently we will be standing in another. Alice before the looking glass.

We met up with Theo and the nurse for the second time in a room on the second floor of the heart clinic of a large hospital. It was a family room that had been converted from a ward, the strips of lights and plugs for the hospital machinery still circling the wall high up, like a picture rail. We chatted about the nurse’s last night with him and how much she and her family would miss him. He started crying; we both looked at him.

‘Should I pick him up?’

‘He’s your son,’ she said, smiling, but looked a little heartbroken as I lifted him into my arms.

Because the first stages of the adoption process require you to remain as anonymous as possible you are told to avoid using your name, even when talking to officials at the hospital. Instead of showing your passport, the Senate gives you a stamped piece of paper that states ‘The bearer of this letter may collect [name of child] from [name of hospital]’. It was necessarily the only way we were required to identify ourselves when we thanked the nurse and put Theo in his pristine car seat. But it seemed so inconsequential, that piece of paper; too flimsy, too colourless for its mammoth import.

Our friend Konstanze picked us up and drove us back through Berlin, showering our sleeping baby with compliments. She stayed for a coffee while I ran out and picked up a few last things we had forgotten to buy in our four-hour rush the day before.

It was then, Tom later told me, that he knew. Konstanze had left, I was still trying to fathom what baby-bumpers were and whether he needed them, and Tom leaned over Theo on the bed and locked eyes with him. Tom was overcome with a feeling that everything was going to be all right and he heard himself making a silent promise that he was going to look after him for ever.

That night, once Theo fell asleep, we placed him in his Baby Bay – a kind of wooden cot that clips onto the side of your mattress – and climbed into bed. We had barely slept the night before in anticipation and now, exhausted, we lay sleepless again.

I didn’t know that babies breathe quite erratically in the first few months and I was terrified that he was going to just stop. I tracked each breath in the semi-darkness, willing along the next. There was a terrible tension between my desire to sleep and my sense that I needed to remain completely vigilant. As I tried to drift off and tried to focus on our son I began to feel deeply anxious. A loud thought kept intruding, telling me – for some unknown reason – that his name was actually Jonathan, the name of a friend’s nephew, and I was too exhausted to shift my focus. Of course, I thought, lying there, I’m going to go crazy. Right now. I’m having a psychotic breakdown and I’m going to have to run out into the street screaming.

I didn’t have a psychotic breakdown. I drifted off in the end, but never really fell asleep. The next day Tom told me that he had also had frightening, crazed thoughts as he lay in bed, and this was a consolation. It’s the last detailed memory I have of the first days of our adoption.

Life in the Aquarium

What I recall of the first few months after our son arrived is constant amber twilight. As autumn moved into winter, the days darkened and shortened and we adapted to our son’s four-hour rhythm. He did not yet differentiate day and night and so it lost meaning for us too. He woke desperately hungry and screaming, ate, and then fell asleep again. The only change to this schedule was about 4.30 in the afternoon when he would begin to cry uncontrollably and could only be soothed by being wedged under one of our stubbled chins and rocked for an hour.

At night we kept a lamp on in the living room so that we could move about in the semi-darkness. Berlin’s short winter days and steel-grey skies required the lamp to be left on almost constantly, dim and orange, like the Centennial Light that has been burning for over a century in the Livermore-Pleasanton Fire Department. We discovered that Theo was soothed by white noise, particularly recordings of rain and waves, and, as we stumbled out of bed for another bottle, I often felt like we were living underwater, the air the gaslight brown of David Fincher films.

After eating, Theo would sleep for an hour in his cot or his day bed. During the day, this hour presaged a brief period of intense activity as we washed clothes, fed ourselves, showered and called relatives and friends. He would wake crying and would only go back to sleep if he was lying on top of one of us, trapping us beneath him for the subsequent three hours before his next feed.

I discovered that every day for five hours there was a seemingly endless documentary series on an obscure German TV channel that told the natural history of the coast of the USA through drone footage and dubbed interviews with lobster catchers, fishermen and marine biologists. Flying over the Florida mangroves, the rocky coast of Maine, the beaches of the Hamptons, one unchallenging episode would bleed into the next and, before I knew it, it was time for another feed and I’d realise I’d forgotten to eat.

It was an overwhelming time, but also, as the cold hardened outside, an incredibly cosy one. Although no one in their right mind would suggest that children are a good remedy for anxiety, I did find a huge amount of comfort in the immediacy of my son’s needs and the clarity of my task. If I abandoned him, he would die. If I didn’t feed him, he would die. If I didn’t change and clean him, he would become sick and die.

Since puberty, my feeling as I climb into bed has always been one of failure. It’s an anxiety that sits high in my stomach, a feeling that there’s so much that I might have achieved if I hadn’t squandered my time. It is this anxiety that my son – for the time being – has cured me of. In part, the change has been physical. I used to lie in the dark pondering my failures, but these days I get my head on the pillow and collapse into sleep.

More importantly, though, a day with Theo is a day in which I am – for better or worse – very present. Childcare requires you to form a radically new relationship with time, existing where once you planned and worried. Problems and anxieties are constant companions, but also require an enforced Buddhistic acceptance. The terrible things that could happen to your child are so exponentially vast that your only option most of the time is to consciously stop yourself from thinking about them and let them drift away again.

Boredom too must be tackled with radical acceptance. I sometimes kicked against it, thought: How am I possibly going to get through the next hour until Tom comes home? But you have no choice. You move through the hour with primordial slowness, understanding but not really believing that at some unfathomably distant point in the future you will talk to an adult again, you will bathe, you will sleep.

Sleep and Madness

Beyond these flickers of grace, parenthood, particularly early parenthood, is a huge challenge mentally. The crucible of most of these issues is sleep. It is not just that you don’t get much sleep, it’s that the sleep you do get is also not very good sleep.

Even now when Theo sleeps through the night in his own room, I wake up numerous times listening for the crackle of the baby phone. We have always alternated night shifts and whoever is on gets what we refer to as ‘a lie-in’, which means getting to sleep until 7.30 a.m. (8.30 a.m. at the weekend). But the person who wasn’t ‘on’ will also have woken up every time Theo cried and is not much better rested than the night-shift worker when they crawl out of bed at 7 a.m. on a good day, 5 a.m. on a bad.

Real sleep deprivation is powerfully different from what I’d previously understood as exhaustion. There is a sort of feverish alertness to it, what Jean Rhys describes as when ‘everything is like a dream and you are starting to know what things are like underneath what people say they are’.2

You experience subtle personality changes. I became more short-tempered; not just annoyed by Tom, but furious about the myriad tiny things he’d done, while remaining convinced that my lack of sleep had nothing to do with my gruffness. I felt as if my skin had been flayed, that I was raw and unable to protect myself from attack.

About eight months after our son arrived, I read Emma Jane Unsworth’s account of her struggle with postnatal depression after the birth of her first child.3 In it she recounts how she felt during the first months and years after her son was born, deeply sleep-deprived, broken, and guilty that she felt so broken:


My mind has been darkening steadily since December, a month or so after the baby was born. I have accumulated layer upon layer of bad feeling; of negativity, rage and doom. I am swollen with it, waiting to explode. ‘I think you have postnatal depression,’ The Cartoonist [her partner] says regularly. ‘I think you should go and talk to someone. A therapist. Your GP.’



If I’d read the article a year earlier, I’d have thought, How difficult – but what a caring partner, encouraging her to find help. But reading it after a tough night with our then eight-month-old, I thought, Of course she’s depressed, you twat. Save your fucking advice and start pulling your weight. I may have been projecting a little.

Having shared those early months fifty-fifty and still been at times raging, exhausted and out of my mind, I felt – and still feel – that postnatal depression, if not inevitable, is certainly a pretty comprehensible reaction to the realities of early childcare, especially if you’re taking most of them on by yourself.

In those first six months, Tom and I would lie on our sofa and ritualistically repeat: imagine doing this alone having just given birth. Imagine doing this throbbing with hormones. Imagine doing this after our bellies had swollen up over the last nine months and we had pushed a baby out of our genitals, which were now wrecked and bleeding, and we couldn’t go to the loo, because of our haemorrhoids.

And what about Caesareans? Imagine a scenario in which you have just had major abdominal surgery and, as the anaesthetic funk begins to clear, someone hands you a baby. I was knackered and Tom was knackered, we forgot sentences we had begun, we were regularly startled out of gormless daydreams in the middle of rooms, we napped on chairs and sofas, on the floor. But when my sister got home from hospital after her Caesarean she couldn’t even get up the stairs to her bed or sit up to breastfeed. And two weeks after that her husband went back to work.

Why are we surprised that so many women struggle mentally and emotionally after experiencing such profound physical changes, often including extreme physical pain, and then being left to care for a tiny life more or less alone? The answer, of course, is that we are surprised because we don’t actually consider what they have experienced as extreme.

My mum once had a chat with a surgeon she knew about her experiences of major surgery and he said, ‘What major surgery did you have?’

‘Three Caesareans,’ she said.

‘Oh,’ said the surgeon, ‘that’s obstetrics. That doesn’t count.’

My and Tom’s interactions with medical professionals were brief and reassuring. We had to find a midwife at short notice. She told us which powdered milk to buy, showed us how to feed our baby and bathe him, watched over us as we changed his nappies, told us which baby cream was acceptable and which we should actually buy. Her presence was completely reassuring and the main tenet of her advice was ‘You’re doing much better than you think you are’.

I had steeled myself for a battle. Most of my female friends and family members had had deeply ambivalent experiences with doctors, midwives and health visitors when they gave birth. They were often made to feel that there was a right way to have a baby – naturally, without pain relief, followed by years of abundant breastfeeding – and that they were systematically failing.

They would spend hours in labour being told they had come to hospital too early, then be told when they returned that they were too far along for an epidural. They would not produce milk, not produce enough milk, have to feed their babies on bleeding nipples, their breasts solid and excruciatingly painful with mastitis. Their babies would lose weight, they would feel like exhausted failures, and the message would keep coming back: you need to try harder, you have to persevere.

I’m not saying that this is the experience of all women or even most women when they have children. In my experience, people who have a terrible time giving birth and breastfeeding talk about it, and people who have a good experience don’t; they have a child to look after and their relatively smooth birthing experience is comparatively less interesting than their newborn. But what I do think is true is that, as adopters who are both men, we have experienced nothing that comes close to the trauma many mothers experience in the first months of parenthood when they are physically and mentally at their limits and are being treated as if there’s nothing wrong.

Time and again my and Tom’s anxieties are soothed by the lack of expectations we face. Our doctor outlines any treatments and vaccinations Theo’s due and doesn’t comment on our final decision. Our social workers were interested in our thoughts about when Theo should go to nursery, but didn’t pressure us either way. People respond thoughtfully when we talk about whether or not we should have a second child, but don’t make us feel that there’s a right decision to be made.

The differences in our experiences as new parents compared to those of our female friends and family members don’t end there. But these reflections were made in the confines of our flat. The reality of how starkly our experience of parenting differed from that of the straight families we knew only became viscerally apparent when we packed our son into his blue felt winter suit and gingerly ventured out onto the streets of Berlin.
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