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This book is dedicated to our four children, whom we love without reservation.

You are our world and our inspiration.
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Note: Our first three children were assigned female at birth (AFAB). They had different birth names and back then their pronouns were she/her. In this book, in order to show the journey we have taken with this subject, we will initially use the genders they were assigned at birth but with their new names. Our children are Olive (they/them), Tylan (he/him), Arlo (he/they) and Nathan (he/him).




INTRODUCTION

It’s spring 2009, and we have landed in Atlanta, Georgia. We are here to visit friends. David and I, plus our three children: Olive, aged fourteen, Tylan, aged seven, and Arlo, who is just two. We are a typical, happy family going on holiday, travelling on a shuttle train between the plane and the airport arrivals terminal. We are tired from the flight; the kids are a bit grouchy, but excited all the same. An announcement comes over the public address system, giving passengers directions about what to do once they depart from the train. When it finishes, the loudest feedback noise begins. It mildly disturbs the passengers; we exchange glances with one another, we eye-roll, everyone feels tired. Our three children all have their hands over their ears and look distressed. Our youngest, however, is experiencing something quite different, something outside the range of a normal response. Arlo has started to scream, so loudly, unceasingly, and at such a high pitch that the scream is giving the feedback noise a good run for its money. In fact, other passengers are beginning to be more affected by our screaming child than by the squealing PA.

Then, for the first time, the ‘looks’ begin.

I read their expressions. What’s wrong with that child? Why can’t you control them? Do something. David and I are down at our child’s eye-level and, in an attempt to make Arlo hear us over their own screaming, we are trying to pull their hands off their ears, shushing them in a semi-empathetic, semi-authoritative, semi-panicked way. David picks them up, holds them, rocks them, comforts them. Nothing works.

We’ve tried everything within our current suite of parental skills, including giving Arlo ‘the look’, still the screaming continues. We’ve gently said, ‘Enough now,’ but Arlo is not listening. And then, as we exit the train, I give an assertive, emphatic and loudly whispered:

‘STOP.’

‘IT.’

Arlo is not having any of it. They scream for the next twenty minutes.

Airport terminals are never an easy experience for us. David being black means we are always on hyper-alert. It’s a thing.

A real thing.

Almost everywhere we have gone over the years, we have written into our schedule the time allowed for the stop and search, the questioning, etc. A screaming child is not doing us any favours, drawing attention to us in ways we wish to avoid.

Eventually, we make our way through the terminal and to the relieving, welcoming faces of our friends. We relax and rest and chat endlessly, but over the next seven days, we realise something is not right with Arlo. Every noise, even the slightest sound, causes the same reaction as we saw on the shuttle train. The sound of doors slamming, the kettle boiling, or even the low hum of the fridge causes Arlo to put their hands over their ears in distress. Something’s not right.

On our return to the UK, we made an appointment to see our local health visitor. She was one of those wise, sage, been-doing-this-for ever, empathetic kind of professionals that we have learned to treasure over the years, and would always long to meet. Arlo arrived in their off-the-shoulder attire, as was their custom with all clothes, played quite happily, talked about themselves in the third person – ‘They want a drink. They want this toy.’ – and then tried to undo the buttons of the health visitor’s cardigan.

‘I’m going to refer Arlo for an assessment. I think they may be autistic.’

Autistic.

Like many parents who’ve gone before us, this word didn’t really mean much to us. On our return home, David and I did what we all do, and looked it up on the internet.

It wasn’t a good read.

And we soon realised that the traits of autism we were reading about were also ticking a whole load of boxes for Tylan.

In the summer of 2009, David and I sit on the edge of a field in Berkhamsted and take in the news we’ve just been given. Two children with a certain diagnosis.

Two of our children are autistic.

As we watch them playing, our hearts are filled with joy and pain. Joy, because they are deliciously wonderful, creative and funny; and pain, because we realise the road ahead will not be as straightforward for our children as we had anticipated.

Autistic.

We have no idea what this means, good or bad. The label carries a weight we will all have to negotiate with.

Different.

Within minutes, we are talking about how different we ourselves are, and how varied people in the creative industries are, and how everybody loves the people who stand out in the world in which we work. The quirky are positively celebrated . . . and in our very primitive, underinformed, uneducated but hopeful way, we begin the process of piecing together a new narrative.

The stories we tell ourselves about ourselves are shaped by many factors, but the underlying influence, our baseline for understanding who we are and how we relate to the world, is whatever we consider to be ‘normal’, and whether we match up to that standard, fall short of it, or stand outside of it.

Normal.

Steve Latham puts it this way: ‘We consider to be “common sense” what is actually part of our culture. However, when anything appears natural or “neutral”, then we know we are in the presence of a particular ideology.’1

Normal is the accepted wisdom; it’s the majority. As we sit on the edge of that field, we face the prospect of once again being outsiders. We, who have spent our whole lives simply wanting to be regarded as equal to, or palatable to, those around us. The need to belong is hard-wired into each of us: some never have to think about it, some reject the concept, and others, like us, spend a large portion of their lives trying to join the party.

I think that day, we had a sense that things would have to change, that we would be drawn down unfamiliar pathways, that we would be reshaped by our experiences. Neither of us could have imagined just how much. What we didn’t see was the fight we would have to endure for our children to be understood, for them to be heard and for their needs to be met. We didn’t see the battles we would face on every front, grappling with inflexible systems outside the home, while trying to shape-shift in order to be the parents we needed to be inside the home. Nor could we have anticipated the division we would experience between us as we evolved into being all we needed to be for our children. We knew nothing of school refusal, self-harm, sitting by hospital beds on suicide watch praying for our child to live; we knew nothing of child-on-parent violence or gender dysphoria.

We knew nothing of the judgement,

or the exclusion,

or the isolation.

We also knew nothing of the absolute joy that would be felt when one of our children achieved even the smallest win. We knew nothing of the wild imagination of the neurodivergent brain or the wonder of their worldview. We couldn’t imagine the sheer expanse of their creativity or the freedom that comes from living outside of the expected normative constraints. We didn’t know about the exquisite belly-laugh-inducing family moments, nor the tears we would share with people who had walked through life alongside us and simply got it. We had no concept of the incredible family identity that would emerge, nor of how the power of love, tempered in the fire of challenge, would glue us together.

This would all come later.

The story that we will unveil in this book is one we have chosen to tell with our family’s permission. Our story is their story – and may be, in part, your own story as you read this. The story is precious, and we ask that you hold it with respect. We are all still learning, we are growing and evolving, and we have chosen to tell it at this time because so many of the intersections being discussed in society right now are held within our family. For many years, we have been gatherers of people, networkers of different marginalised communities. Our home is rather like a community centre; people come for a cuppa and stay for a year! Our lives celebrate the individual in all their uniqueness, while placing the individual in the context of family and community. We need one another.

We are also rule-breakers. If any of us want to see change, the sentence we most need to hear or develop within ourselves is: ‘We don’t normally do it like this, but . . .’ Rule-breakers will step into the unknown, break through hatred, fight for the other, stand up to injustice and face down giants. They are the people who have the imagination to dream of a better experience and a kinder, more diverse, more equal and inclusive world.

In writing this book, we have taken subjects we feel are key to our lives and growth, and it is our aim to show how we’ve managed to find the magic and make life work. You don’t have to align with everything we have chosen to do, or agree with the way we think, but we do hope our thinking will challenge you to re-evaluate what you think about your own life and your personal situation. The idea is that we create the space for thought, for contemplation and for transformation.

As the stories unfold, we will take you back to different parts of our lives, covering the subjects we are talking about, and we will share the different experiences we have faced with our incredible children, how we’ve adapted, and what has really led us to our current outlook. You may also hear the voices of our children from time to time as they share their thoughts, and we take time to hear their voices.
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JUMPING OFF

Change is inevitable. Change will ambush us at the most unexpected moments, swinging a wrecking ball that demolishes our preconceptions and lays waste to our current reality. Regardless of whether we accommodate and embrace it, or stubbornly resist it, change will happen. Whether it floors us or elevates us, our attitude to change is often shaped by our initial introduction to it. Some of us may remain mildly ambivalent, others of us will dream of it, chase it, crave it. And for some, it is the monster under the bed, that which must not be named, a threat to our very existence.

DAVID

Having children will change your life. Everybody knows that.

Father, Daddy, Dad.

Between Carrie and I meeting and the arrival of child number one, Olive, there were eight years. Three thousand, one hundred and fifty-three days, to be exact. If every day represents a learning opportunity, then I needed every one of those days. I had no clue about what being a father entailed. It took a further seven years before I was ready to have our second child, Tylan . . . clearly, I was a slow learner.

This word ‘father’ is shot through with expectation, responsibility and threat. ‘Father’ is consistent, dependable, reliable, unwavering; it denotes security, solidity and certainty. Having never experienced ‘father’ myself, I was left feeling unable to bear the enormity of this unfamiliar title. I simply didn’t believe I was equal to the task.

I’d only just got my head around being a husband, as I had never witnessed one of those at close range, either. Having been raised by my mother and grandmother, I feared I would be like my own father.

Absent.

Maybe I wasn’t temperamentally predisposed to fathering. I was afraid that if there was an approved style of fathering, I didn’t know it. I had so many fears, because I had so many unresolved father issues.

Carrie was six months pregnant, and I was sitting on the stairs in our flat, with the phone in my hand, willing myself to call my father. I had his number; he was living in America.

Sometimes, it’s easier to feel negatively about a perceived enemy than to contend with a living, breathing, nuanced, real person.

There was still that part of me that was the seven-year-old standing on a Southampton dock, waving my father off on his journey back to Jamaica. He had entered my life like a whirlwind, two weeks earlier, and had promised to return in six weeks.

He never came back.

I waited thirty-one years for a proper conversation.

Now, as I sat by the phone, I was not interested in my fantasy world being demolished by exposure to reality. For thirty-one years, in the safety of my made-up world, Daddy was a baddy, and I was happy to leave him there. But now I had a serious problem. The toxicity that I had ascribed to the word ‘father’ had left me totally ill-equipped for the task of being a father in my own life. I knew the act of making this call would take down an ancient wall. I dialled his number over and over, and kept putting down the receiver before it rang. And then, finally, I found the courage.

‘Hello,’ said the voice.

‘Hi, Dad, this is David.’

‘Aah, David,’ came a warm and loving reply.

The affectionate tone of his response caught me off guard; it was not what I was expecting. We spoke at length. I was awkward and somewhat cold, but he held the space for me to find my feet. I asked questions that had been decades in the making, finding myself way off script. He answered honestly and candidly. He made no excuses.

He spoke of the wrong he had done to me. He spoke of regrets and his efforts to put things right. He had sent many letters during my childhood. They were passed on to my mum, but in an act of loving protection, I had never received them.

But here he was, now, in the present, on the phone. He spoke of his life, and it sounded much like mine (minus his eight children). He wasn’t perfect, but he was a world away from the ‘Daddy the baddy’ I had created in my head.

We cried together, we related, we connected.

These kinds of conversations don’t always work out, but when both parties make way for love and reconciliation, it is the sweetest of experiences. My father’s love, humility and acceptance of responsibility made it possible for me to extend clemency to him. He didn’t ask for understanding, but I understood. He asked for forgiveness, and I forgave.

By the time I got off the phone, my defences had been well and truly taken down. Now I could begin to take the first steps into my fathering future. It would be a long road, and I still had a lot to let go of, but being shown love and exercising forgiveness had enabled me to begin the journey and provided me with a priceless key. As a father, as a parent, I would screw up. There is no such thing as a perfect parent. We are simply humans, trying to do whatever we can to make sure our children know we love them and that we are here for them; trying to prepare them as best we can to face the world and take their place in society with a sense of wholeness and purpose. In reconnecting with my father, I had just experienced the healing balm of having someone say to me, ‘It wasn’t your fault. I was wrong, I’m sorry.’

I was determined that my child would never have to wait a lifetime to hear those words.

CARRIE

Mother . . . Mum, Mumma, Mummy.

I play with the word in my head as I watch my belly move, the feet and elbows of the little and very wriggly person within. David and I have been married for six years, together for eight; we are so happy. Marriage works for us. I’m not sure how, but we seem to have cracked it.

A child.

What is this going to mean? Loss of our ‘us’? Loss of freedom? An expectation that I should be a stay-at-home mum? When I was growing up, our motto was, ‘Working-class people work,’ so there’s never been any chance of me being a stay-at-home mum, but inner expectations and the pressure I put on myself are overwhelming. My own single mum struggled so much, and over the years I’ve probably judged her parenting. Now I’ll be under the microscope. I’ll be judged.

What makes a good parent?

I have a sensation of being way off-piste, outside of my experience. I’m twenty-nine years old and I’ve never even held a baby before. Elif Shafak puts it perfectly in her book, The Island of Missing Trees: ‘Worrying about how good a mother she would be to an unborn baby was like being homesick for a place she had not even visited yet.’2 I really resonate with this when I think of myself back then.

On 3 December 1994 at about 10.30pm, Olive arrived.

A little girl: exactly what we had wanted.

Olive – not the name she was given at birth but one chosen later – was beautiful, with shiny, dark brown curls framing a stunning little light brown face. She looked around the room as if to say, ‘Okaaaaay, so this is what goes on out here.’

Did I love her immediately? I’m not sure what love means in this context. I felt something so deep it went beyond love. She was a part of me, and as she stared intently into my eyes, it was as if we had always known one another. It was the same feeling I’d had when I first locked eyes with David eight years before. Somehow, my past and my future were right here, in the present, in this moment. I loved every part of Olive. I loved every move she made, every noise she uttered, everything about her. I vowed I would never let anything or anyone harm her, that I would encourage her to live her best life and help her to achieve all her dreams. David and I spent those early days singing to her, making up new songs, dancing around the room, producing extravagant shows. Our home was filled with joy and an exquisite love.

David and I had been hesitant about having children, because we were afraid that a child may change the ‘us’ we had come to cherish. Adding Olive had been a big risk, and it had worked, but the thought of having a second child also brought us fear. It took us years to think about another expansion. What we did not see but later realised was that, as our ability to trust increased, our own childhood fears of abandonment diminished, and our capacity to love expanded. In line with this came a desire to grow a bigger family.

Tylan – the name she would later adopt – was born in 2001, seven years after Olive.

Another little girl. We were made up.

We understood girls, and as both of us had grown up with women only, we were super-confident that we knew how to raise them. Tylan was very different from Olive. Shy and quiet, with an air of ‘knowing’ about her, like an ancient wisdom. When she looked at you, she stared into your soul. She was poised and certain about what she liked and disliked. She was funny, with a totally unique sense of humour. She looked up to her big sister in awe and wonder. Both children were unbelievably creative: painting, drawing, writing songs, dancing, acting, always putting on a show.

We were all delighted when, five years later in 2006, Arlo was born.

All girls – great!

Arlo – this, again, the name she would later choose – was hilarious from the off. She brought the older two closer and was the focus of their attention. She was completely adored; she was super-cute and had her own way of being. If she didn’t want to be sociable, she would simply not talk and block out any attempt at communication. If she wanted to socialise, she would walk straight into the middle of every conversation and demand attention. Looking back, and knowing what we know now, it makes sense, as Arlo is both autistic and has ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder).

And our love just kept on growing. I had babies in my twenties, thirties and forties, but we weren’t finished yet. In 2011, a foster-carer friend approached me. She told me she was fostering her seventy-ninth child, a little mixed-race boy, who was about to turn two. This was significant, as those three factors combined – race, gender and age – meant he was less likely to be picked up for adoption. Would we consider adopting him? She passed me a photograph. A beautiful little boy in a pram that looked familiar; it was identical to the one we had bought back in ’94 when Olive was born. All three children had used that pram, and when I finished with it, I passed it along. And along it went . . . through a number of different homes, until, years later, unbeknown to us, it landed at the foster-carer’s house. The next picture showed him in a cot. The very same cot our children had all slept in. It was surreal. Could he be the final addition to our family?

Nathan.

The sweetest, loveliest little boy.

If we speak of love, then Nathan was always loved. Even from birth, he was never not loved. We protect Nathan’s early life story, but what we will say is that not all parents are ready for the job of parenting, and being a parent to a new-born baby when you don’t yet have the maturity, skills or resources is hard. If at the point your child arrives you are too broken to know what to do, there is a chance a baby will be neglected, even if they are loved.

Nathan had arrived at the home of my foster-carer friend when he was very young.

What should we do? How did we feel about adoption at this stage in our lives?

We took a very open-minded approach as we chatted it through with one another, talking way into the night, and we also discussed the concept of an addition to our family with each of our other children. David and I had resolved that the decision had to be unanimous. Every child categorically said, ‘Yes.’

So, we said yes. It just felt right.

Six months later, Nathan walked into our family.

The ensuing years have been both exhilarating and challenging, sometimes impossibly so, but love has held this little family through all kinds of difficulties and change. Love has sustained us and kept us holding on when things have really pushed us. Love has led us into making tough decisions, defending our family’s rights and fighting for survival. Love has driven us, every step of the way, to forgive, to accept one another just as we are, and to discover more of our true identities.


What we are learning along the way

1.   There will never be a perfect time to begin the parenting journey.

2.   Parenthood is not about being good enough, it is about growing into the role.

3.   Familial love has the power to heal and restore. Breaking the umbilical cord to our own parents may be necessary if we are to become all we need to become as parents ourselves.




Questions for the reader to consider

1.   Knowing the way in which you were parented, how do/will you parent?

2.   What influences the way in which you parent?

3.   Is there anything you need to let go of in order to become ready for the next season of life?
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IDENTITY: NEURODIVERGENCE AND MENTAL HEALTH

CARRIE

In this chapter, we will look at brain differences. By that, we mean those who are neurodivergent. The word ‘neurodiversity’ covers all diversity, while the divergent part of ‘neurodivergent’ means different to the majority. We should hold the thought in our minds that majority does not mean right; it simply means majority. We will also look at mental health issues that may arise in our children. It’s worth pointing out that many of the strategies we have taken up or developed for our children work for all children.

Who we believe we are, who others believe us to be and who we actually are can sometimes be three completely different identities or perspectives on the self. As vocal coaches, the study of personal identity has been one of the most absorbing and rewarding parts of our work. The notion that every person on this planet is unique, has something distinctive to offer and a story to tell, leads us on a beautiful journey of discovery, as we dig, excavate, and uncover what lies beneath.

Of course, personal identity is drawn from several sources, including DNA, character, personality, culture, belief system and family set-up. It is also shaped by our life experiences, good and bad. For example, the way that David loves me changes me, transforms me and makes for a better me. Conversely, when I have suffered violence at the hands of my child, this invalidates me; it erases me and leaves me feeling monochrome. As we process different life events, we may get stuck, unable to move forward for a while, static in our concept of self. Once events have moved on, we may go back to being ourselves, but it’s more likely that we incorporate what has occurred and another ‘us’ emerges. Identities never stop evolving, and, if we are curious, they never stop being worked on.

Each of our children has their own, very strong identity. Olive (they/them) holds a lot of opposites together: they are super-loud and yet often need to be quiet; they are very sociable but also need a lot of alone time. They are a connector of people. They are wise, very reflective and incredibly truthful and honest. They are talented at drama, music, writing, art, cooking. They are purposeful and determined. They have the heart of a campaigner. They are dreamy, spiritual and deeply interested in others.

Tylan (he/him) is empathetic and picks up on everyone’s moods. He (as he is now) is kind and considerate, a loyal friend and a great listener. He is a gentle, strong and resilient fighter. He is talented at drama, music, art, martial arts and dance. He dreams big dreams and longs to make a difference in the world. He is also very spiritual.

Arlo (he/they) is hilarious! If Arlo is in the room, there is a constant cacophony of banter and back-chat. They are sociable and love having friends. They like being out and about, but also need lots of peace and quiet. They are talented at singing, playing instruments, art, cosplay and writing. They want to use their art, music or writing skills in their work. They are the person who is capable of delivering just the right one-liner at just the right moment . . . and equally capable of the exact opposite! They can be thoughtful and considered, and then in the next minute be impulsive and irrational. They are also a teen!

Nathan (he/him) is incredibly kind and helpful. He is the child who would do anything for you. He loves assisting people and is great at making friends. He is talented at anything to do with tech and is fascinated by how things work. He finds board games irresistible, and loves stats, figures and maths. He loves animals and currently dreams of being a farmer. He works well with his hands and loves to spend time happily alone in his own company.

These are small thumbnail sketches – overviews, if you like – of our children. They may also have other descriptors, but these are the features you would recognise if you spent any time with them. Yes, they may also have brown skin and be autistic or adopted or whatever; these are the headlines. Beyond these seen and unseen areas live the full identities of who our children truly are. As we grow and understand identity, there are always challenges along the way. Our senses of identity and self are shaped by our thinking, and so it follows that our mental health is of utmost importance. Sometimes we experience an onslaught on our thinking.

Mental Health

One thing the younger generation has understood well is the importance of looking after their mental health. The young have led the way with this; they are unashamed about tending to their mental health needs and have strategies for doing so. On the negative side, social media and reality TV have played a part in projecting the idea of the perfect life or perfect appearance – but mental health issues existed way before social media ever came along. The twitchy net curtains behind which a smorgasbord of family issues hide, and the gossip found in communities and small groups, have always existed.

Mental Health Check

In the younger generation, there is a definite drive to take the pressure off having to appear as if we have it ‘all together’. Some in our society are starting to challenge the shame attached to not being perfect. This is good, but we still have an awfully long way to go. As parents, we want to get it right for our children regarding mental health; we don’t want to overlook what might be happening right under our noses. So, what should we be aware of? We try to notice any obvious changes in our children, little clues, treating them like a breadcrumb trail that invites us to find them in the hurting place.


•   We regularly check in with our children, creating an environment where it’s normal to talk about
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