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Dedication

Firstly, this book is dedicated to Hannah-Rose. The little human who has, by her unique life’s journey, taught me the true meaning of unconditional love, sacrifice, commitment and authenticity.
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Secondly, this book is dedicated to Debbie, Hannah-Rose’s mother, who has not only been my best friend for over three decades but has been the most remarkable mother Hannah-Rose could ever have wished for.

Thirdly, to Perfect, Hannah’s other mother and caregiver, who has been with us for most of the journey and, with her own special needs daughter, little Debbie, has become a member of our little family.

There are also too many others to mention and thank for being part of this incredible journey with us. Through their support, encouragement and understanding, we have managed to take care of Hannah-Rose thus far.

Lastly, this book is dedicated to all those parents with special needs children, who have their own remarkable journeys, grief, challenges and stories to tell.
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What my daughter taught me about love, courage, and fatherhood

Hannah turned eighteen this year.

There should perhaps have been a bigger celebration for such a milestone. Eighteen is meant to feel like a crossing, where one life ends and another begins. Instead, it was quiet. A subdued pottery class, I am told, attended by my parents and some of the older aunts from Debbie’s family. No grand speeches. No family gathering with me at the centre of it. No moment where I could look across the room and see the young woman my daughter has become.

Because I was not there.

I was in Nigeria, working through another six-month cycle, doing what fathers do when life gives them little room for choice by providing from a distance and carrying the quiet ache of absence as part of the cost.

There was no money to travel home and return again before the end of my contract. Reality has a way of reducing sentiment to arithmetic. Flights, obligations, bills, medical costs, surgeries, medications. And life has taught me that love is often less about grand gestures and more about what you are willing to forgo.

That, perhaps more than anything, is what Hannah has taught me about fatherhood.

Love is sacrifice in work clothes. It is the alarm before dawn, the extra contract taken, the year postponed, the birthday missed, so that she can continue to receive what she needs. It is choosing duty over desire and learning to live, without too much self-pity, with the loneliness of that choice.

And yet Hannah has always had a way of reaching across distance.

Not long ago, she hummed at me in that way she does when she wants me to sing to her. It is never really a request. It is an instruction wrapped in affection. I started singing Now We Are Free from Gladiator and she simply stared at me, completely absorbed, almost mesmerised. When I finished, she insisted I do it again.

Twice.

She has always loved it when I sing to her, even if the neighbours may not share her enthusiasm. I have an app on my phone that gives me lyrics and video links so we can listen to the original softly while I sing along. I now perform fluently in Spanish, French and even Pidgin, which is either a testament to Hannah’s influence or evidence that I have been in Nigeria too long. Probably both.

There is something about those moments that takes me back to the beginning, to the first time as a baby signing Only Love from Nana Mouskouri to her, when I realised that my voice could calm her, reach her, reassure her in ways that nothing else quite could.

Perhaps that is what fatherhood has really been for me. Learning that presence is not always physical. Sometimes it is a voice. A memory that keeps. The knowledge that no matter where I am in the world, some part of me is still with her.

Before Hannah, if I am honest, I was still half-convinced I was a victim. Someone shaped too thoroughly by the injuries of childhood and the cruelties of other people’s judgements. I had spent too many years believing that survival itself was about the best I could manage.

After Hannah, I came to understand something harder and, in its own strange way, more freeing. The victimhood had become a habit. Pain may shape a person, but it doesn’t get to have the final word, not unless you hand it the pen.

She also taught me something about courage that I hadn’t expected. Courage isn’t the absence of fear. It isn’t even the certainty that things will work out. It exists in spite of everything, the wants, the fears, the doubts, the exhaustion, because purpose demands it. And fatherhood, at its core, is purpose made daily. It is protection and provision, chosen again and again, even when choosing is the last thing you feel like doing.

The years have not been easy.

In 2022, Hannah underwent a corpus callosotomy, a split-brain surgery that no parent ever sits easily with, before or after. More recently, in 2025, rods had to be inserted into her back because her spine was collapsing inward, threatening her organs and her ability to breathe. Both of those times I was in Nigeria earning a salary, with Debbie having to manage the realities of these alone. There have been other things too, losses and changes I will get to in their own time in this book.

There are moments that divide life into before and after. We have had more than our share of those.

I have made choices I never imagined I would have to make. I gave up my own medical cover this year because keeping everyone else’s became impossible otherwise. Hannah’s needs. Debbie’s own health battles. The relentless cost of care. Something had to give and, as tends to happen, it was me.

Which is fine. I chose it.

But I will not pretend the weight is nothing. The truth, which I have not always said aloud, is that I am tired. Not the kind of tired that a good night’s sleep fixes. Something deeper than that. The kind that settles into the bones after years of holding everything together and not quite allowing yourself to put it down.

I don’t go out much anymore. It is not only the money, though money is always somewhere in the equation. It is something else. A weariness of spirit. The sort of emotional fatigue that comes from carrying responsibility for a very long time.

And still, every morning, I get up.

Because that too is what she has taught me.

Love is endurance.

The world outside has its own complications. Work is shifting in ways that nobody predicted. Industries are being reshaped by technology, economies unsettled by wars in places that feel both distant and uncomfortably close, and age has a way of making every professional decision feel heavier than the last.

But if these eighteen years have taught me anything, it is this: uncertainty doesn’t let you off the hook. It just raises the stakes.

This is not only the story of my daughter.

It is the story of the man I became because of her.
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The Beginning
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I know it may seem strange, considering the story I’m about to share, but initially I never wanted children of my own. It wasn’t that I had anything against children in general, it’s just that I never saw it as something that would end up being an integral part of my life. There were various reasons for this, but mainly it came down to a lack of self-esteem, brought on by years of abuse from some of my peers and from certain people who were supposed to be taking care of me while I was growing up.

My childhood in South Africa, even as a white child, wasn’t as easy as some might assume. Sure, I had the privileges that came with being born the right colour, and I’ll admit those privileges made survival considerably more manageable than it would otherwise have been. Unfortunately, I was discriminated against in enough other ways to make me feel consistently less than accepted for who I was. If anything, it pushed me toward building friendships and relationships with people from different cultural and racial groups to my own. Which is probably why, years later, I found myself thriving while working and living in Nigeria.

One particular example stands out. During my final year of high school, I went for an assessment interview with a teacher. I wanted to enrol as a teaching student on a state-funded bursary. Teaching art and history had been one of the few futures I could still imagine for myself. Instead of a formal assessment, she told me bluntly that I had no leadership qualities and lacked character. Then she went further and suggested I would probably end up accused of child molestation, because I was, in her words, too much of a sissy-boy.

I was seventeen years old.

The word devastated doesn’t quite cover it. I was horrified. I vowed then and there to stay as far away from children as I possibly could, and with that, I put away any thought of ever marrying or having children of my own. The logic, for a seventeen-year-old carrying what I was already carrying, felt airtight: if someone in authority assumed I had the makings of an abuser, surely there must have been something in me that warranted it. Having already been a victim of sexual abuse myself, the fear that I might inevitably become a perpetrator by default was not abstract. It frightened the shit out of me.

Looking back now, I can see those people for what they were, sociopathic and psychopathic abusers in their own right, projecting their own damage outward. Their opinions were dust in the wind. My only crime was being gentle, sensitive, a little effeminate, and already a victim of their cruelty. But at seventeen, you don’t have that perspective. You just carry the verdict.

I could give more examples, but the cumulative effect was the same. By the time I was twenty, I had also arrived at a broader conclusion, that bringing a child into a world already overpopulated and full of violence and cruelty seemed both unwise and faintly egotistical. My own experiences had been deterrent enough. Why, in God’s name, would I want to expose a child of mine to the same?

But as a colleague said to me many years later: if you want to make God laugh, tell him your plans.

And so, at twenty-two, I found myself engaged to Debbie.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

❖

Debbie was one of the very few people I’d ever met who shared my sense of humour, and beyond that, it was astounding how well we suited each other. I simply knew I had found my best friend.

We met for the first time when I was on duty as a junior manager at a cinema complex. We later discovered we had actually briefly encountered each other ten years earlier, before she had transferred to another high school, a fact that, once we pieced it together, felt like the universe had been warming up for the main event.

It was a Saturday in February 1995 when she showed up asking for complimentary movie tickets. She was working as a waitress at a local restaurant and needed prizes for a customer giveaway. By the time she reached my office, she had already been turned away by several other businesses in the mall, and I was, apparently, her last hope. I could see she needed to relax, so I offered her coffee and we started talking.

Pretty soon she had me in stitches. So much so that my staff actually came into the office to check on us. They had never heard me laugh like that in the six months I’d been working there. I was, by most accounts, not someone known for spontaneous hilarity.

I did give her the tickets before she left.

❖

We started dating soon after that and were, genuinely, happy. It was us against the world, which felt like enough at the time.

Unfortunately, our joy was short-lived. Just before my twenty-third birthday that same year, I became gravely ill and was told I would most likely die within a year or so. I won’t go into the details here, that particular journey could fill a book on its own, but needless to say, I was devastated. My immediate response was to tell Debbie to leave me and get on with her life.

She refused.

She told me we would face whatever came our way together, and so, later that same year, we got married. It wasn’t that we wanted to rush things. It was simply that we felt comfortable with each other and were acutely aware that time might not be something I had in abundance. Under those circumstances, waiting felt like a luxury we couldn’t justify.

It felt right for us at the time. That was enough.
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Our wedding day on the 21st of October, 1995

We also agreed that, given my health and the very real possibility of leaving her alone with a baby while she was still young, having a child together didn’t make much sense. Better to focus on ourselves as individuals and on our time together as a couple. In hindsight, it was probably the right call regardless, we both had poor self-esteem and more than enough to deal with as individuals without adding a child to the equation.

As a couple, we had our other challenges too. I was still being ridiculed behind my back, and Debbie was getting the brunt of it by association. On one particular afternoon we were in a bookshop when we overheard a woman nearby holding forth about us to whoever would listen. Her theory was that we had married quickly because Debbie was a lesbian who wanted a baby, while I needed a wife to prop up my professional image.

It was laughable. Not least because Debbie wasn’t a lesbian, and because I had been judged as queer my entire life regardless of who I was with. I am in fact bi, and marriage was never going to change anyone’s mind about me, and in retrospect it was probably a small mercy that we hadn’t brought a child into the middle of all that.

❖

Obviously, I didn’t die, as evidenced by the fact that I’m writing this book some twenty-odd years later, and a few years on, after having worked and lived together for over three years, our relationship soured and we divorced in 2002.

The main reason was resentment, on both sides. We had expectations of each other that neither of us was meeting, and our insecurities had curdled into mistrust. It wasn’t dramatic. It was just two people who hadn’t yet done enough work on themselves, colliding repeatedly until something gave.

After six months apart, we started dating again. A year or so after that, we remarried. I had missed her, her specifically, not just the company, and by then, somewhat remarkably, I was thriving. Both my health and my career had turned a corner I hadn’t entirely expected to reach.

Just over a month after we remarried, the subject of having a child came up.

We were slightly wiser by then, or at least we told ourselves so. We assumed natural conception was unlikely, I had contracted mumps at twenty, which tends not to do sperm any favours, but fertility treatments had advanced considerably during the years we’d been together. We decided we would try, at least.

For me, the timing felt right for a reason I didn’t need to be told. I could see it in Debbie whenever we visited cousins or friends our age who already had children. She never said anything directly, but it was plainly obvious. She wanted a child more than anything else in the world, and watching her try not to show it was quietly heartbreaking.

We agreed that artificial insemination was the most practical and affordable starting point, using my sperm initially on the off chance it might work. The process was exactly as unglamorous as it sounds. I would go to the clinic and produce a sample, which the specialists would then wash and prepare before inseminating Debbie. She would lie back on a gurney, legs up, while a stranger with a long clinical device did what nature was supposed to have managed on its own.

I was uncomfortable watching it. It was undignified and relentlessly clinical, but Debbie wanted me there and so I stayed. There she was, entirely exposed, while a man she barely knew impregnated her with a cold piece of equipment.

There was nothing remotely romantic about it. Or humane, for that matter.

There were, however, moments of unintentional comedy.

On one particular visit, I headed off as usual to do my part in the cup. The room I normally used was occupied by another man, presumably engaged in the same deeply unromantic ritual, and the receptionist redirected me elsewhere.

I opened the door expecting the usual setup.

Instead, I found myself in what could only be described as a cottage-style guest room, furnished with travel magazines and home décor publications.

That was it. No other assistance provided.

I stood there genuinely wondering if this was some kind of test.

It was not conducive to the task at hand, to put it mildly. I had to rely entirely on memory and imagination, drawing from what one might diplomatically call a private mental archive, just to get myself into the required frame of mind. I understood the meaning of a spank bank that day in a way I never had before.

Then, at the precise moment I was finally approaching success, there was a knock at the door.

The receptionist. Asking, with impeccable timing, whether I was finished.

I misfired. Comprehensively. And had to start the entire process over again.

By the time I eventually emerged, it had been the better part of thirty minutes. When I joined Debbie in the insemination room, she looked at me and asked why I’d taken so long.

“Never mind,” I had told her.

I did tell her on the way home though, and we laughed properly. The kind of laugh that cuts through everything else for a moment and reminds you that underneath all the stress and the clinical appointments and the disappointment, you are still, fundamentally, two people who find the same things funny.

Those moments mattered more than they might seem

❖

After our thirteenth attempt at artificial insemination, it still hadn’t worked.

Thirteen attempts. Each one carrying the same arc of preparation, hope, waiting, and disappointment. By then the disappointment had stopped being acute and had become something more corrosive; a slow, steady erosion of Debbie’s confidence and sense of herself. I could see it happening and couldn’t stop it. She felt like a failure, though she was anything but, and the stress of it was quietly pushing us apart.

I felt helpless in the way that men often do when the person they love is hurting and there is nothing practical to be done about it. So, I did what I tend to do in those situations, I looked for alternatives.

I suggested adoption.

Debbie didn’t want to hear it. For her, this wasn’t only about becoming a mother. It was about the experience itself: the pregnancy, the birth, the full physical journey of bringing a child into the world. She had told me once that it was also, in its own way, about validating herself as a woman. I understood that, even if I didn’t entirely share it.

I then suggested a sperm donor instead. Since I was, in all likelihood, the root of the problem, it seemed the logical next step.

She didn’t want that either. She wanted me to be the biological father, she said. We argued about it more than once, going around in circles without getting any closer to a resolution.

I was frustrated. Genuinely so. How was I supposed to help her reach the one thing she wanted most if every option I put on the table was taken off it by her own choices?

It was an unfair thought, perhaps. But it was an honest one.

❖

Another year or so passed and I arrived at the conclusion that we had one option left worth trying. In Vitro Fertilisation. IVF was, at the time, considerably more expensive than anything we had attempted so far, but I encouraged Debbie to see a new specialist regardless, and he confirmed what I had already suspected. If Debbie was going to fall pregnant, IVF was the only realistic path forward.

I went home afterwards and worked out what we could actually afford, which involved taking on debt I wasn’t entirely comfortable with. I told Debbie we could manage two attempts, and I made her agree that if neither worked, we would accept our situation and move on. No more procedures. No more clinics. We would find a different life than the one we had been chasing.

She accepted the terms.

Both attempts failed.

We had used my sperm, but it wouldn’t take. Debbie was becoming increasingly disheartened, bursting into tears more frequently, arguing with me about things that had nothing to do with what was actually wrong. The real grief had nowhere else to go. There were moments during that period where I genuinely wondered if we would end up divorced again.

It broke my heart. Not because of the failed procedures, but because I could see what it was doing to her and I had nothing to offer except my presence and my inability to fix it.

So, I went back on my word.

I told her we would try one more time. I took on more debt, we found a different specialist, and this one was more direct than any we had seen before. He had ordered tests prior to our appointment and arrived at the consultation with the results already in hand. His conclusion was unambiguous: the likelihood of either of us producing viable children naturally was extremely low. Our only realistic option, he said, was donor eggs and donor sperm, processed externally and implanted into Debbie. Her womb, he was at pains to point out, was not the problem. It was, in fact, exceptionally well suited to carrying a baby to full term.

Debbie agreed to the donor sperm without too much resistance.

The donor eggs were another matter. She was reluctant, and I understood why. There was something about relinquishing that last biological connection that felt like a different kind of loss. But the specialist was blunt about the cost and the low probability of her own eggs producing a result, and eventually she relented.

We were running out of road. We both knew it.

❖

Finding a sperm donor, as it turned out, was the straightforward part. Sperm banks exist precisely for this purpose and the process of selecting from profiles was, while strange, at least manageable. Donor eggs were an entirely different matter.

Egg donors were scarce. The waiting list was long, at one point we were somewhere around number nine hundred and eighty in the queue, and the realistic wait time was measured not in months but in years. Debbie had no choice but to accept that, and I was quietly beginning to wonder if it would ever actually happen for us. The list felt endless, and the fact that she was already past her mid-thirties added its own pressure. When we raised her age with the specialist, he told us she was still in good enough shape to try. It wasn’t exactly a ringing endorsement, but we took it.

Then, out of nowhere, something shifted.

One evening we took a female friend of ours out to dinner. She was in her late twenties, divorced, with two small girls of her own. At some point during the meal, she asked how things were going with the fertility journey. We told her everything. The whole story, the attempts, the failures, the waiting list, all of it.

Without hesitation, she offered to donate her eggs.

Debbie was overjoyed. I was genuinely stunned. There are acts of generosity that stop you, mid-thought, because words feel entirely inadequate for what has just been offered, and this was one of them. I remember sitting there thinking that perhaps this was the universe finally shifting in our favour.

Her tests came back fine. Debbie began a course of daily injections administered by me, into her thigh and buttocks, which was its own particular intimacy, and after three months of preparation we were ready. We had also chosen our sperm donor from the available profiles, settling on a blonde-haired, blue-eyed, six-foot-two intellectual from Cape Town, which felt like we were casting a film more than making a medical decision, but there it was.

Before the procedure could go ahead, I was required to sign a contract at the clinic confirming that if it was successful, I would be registered as the biological father and would be fully responsible and legally liable for our child. Since Debbie would be carrying and delivering the baby, she would by default be the biological mother regardless of whose egg was used.

I signed without hesitation.

It was not a difficult decision. I had been raised by my stepfather, who had legally adopted me, and I had understood from a young age that blood does not a father make. Fatherhood is built from responsibility, commitment and love. Not from biology. That belief had been with me long before any of this began, and signing that contract was simply the formal expression of something I had already decided.

Unfortunately, the egg donor option fell away in the end. Our friend’s circumstances changed and it didn’t go ahead. We found ourselves, once again, at the last option available to us, one final IVF attempt, this time with donor sperm alone.

❖

The big day finally arrived.

For the final IVF procedure, they used three of the five eggs that had successfully developed. Because they had been frozen, we had to wait for them to thaw before they could be implanted, and it was during that wait that it suddenly occurred to me, we could end up with triplets. Three embryos. Three possible lives. I sat with that thought for a moment and then let it go. We had waited long enough and tried hard enough that if triplets were what life had in store for us, we would make the best of it. I would count it as a blessing and deal with the reality when it arrived.

We would just have to wait and see.

After the procedure, we went home and Debbie threw herself into doing everything right. She had already stopped smoking a year earlier, when we had first attempted IVF, and by now her daily routine was built around giving this last chance every possible advantage. Folic acid. Omega oils. Careful meals. Early nights. She avoided seafood, cut out most meat, and, in what I found quietly amusing given the circumstances, refused to eat a single egg for the entire month. She was leaving nothing to chance.

I waited on her hand and foot. I also told her she was no longer needed at the hotel. I had brought her on as my assistant manager after we remarried, which had made us colleagues as well as partners, but for now the only job she had was to rest and let this work.

We went about our lives as normally as we could. Both of us secretly hoping. Both of us quietly praying.

Neither of us said too much about it.

Some things are too important for too many words.
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