but not as
we knew it

As a new show
celebrates single,

adoptive, gay and

blended families,

Helen Croydon

meets the parents

he Jolie-Pitts call theirs

arainbow family —a
happy brood of six
children, both

biological and adopted.

Harrison Ford and

Calista Flockhart also

have an adopted child.
Elton John and David Furnish became
oroud parents in December last year

with the help of a surrogate mother,as -

nas Sarah Jessica Parker.

And it’s not just celebrities embracing .

amily life in all its many forms. With
narriage rates falling, more people
iving on their own and much talk of
‘co-parenting” and “blended families”,
he traditional nuclear family with 2.4

hildren is beginning to seem almost an

inachronism. What once referred to
he average size of a UK family has
yecome an outdated catchphrase.
’erhaps a new term is needed to

apture the variety of ways in which we
ive. We are at a frontier in family life —

ind this month a new event, the
\lternative Families Show, aims to
elebrate it. But what does it feel like to
e one of these “frontier families™?

tachel Parker, 30, is a family

awyer. She is seven months

regnant after having IVF with

n enknown sperm donor.

Day in, day out I work with people
vhose relationship hasn't worked. I
=2l with parents arguing over
“hristmas and birthdays right down to
he kast hour they can spend with their

Ahantt o hawr

: children. My job has affected my faith
: inrelationships. I do think they can last
: but those ones are the minority, and

: many people end up in them for the

: wrong reasons. I didn’t want to end up

. inarelationship that wasn't meaningful
: just to have a baby, so I decided to go

: ahead on my own. l haven't had a

. Alex is not our first child, so this isn’t

. the first time that I've watched a baby
: of mine develop. What’s different is

: the subtle, but distinct, gap in my

. understanding of what Alex might be
: thinking.

It is folly for parents to imagine that

. they can really understand how a

. baby feels, but part of the fascination
. of the whole parental experience is

. the sense that you can intuit some of

~  serious relationship for five yearsand I

wasn't willing to sacrifice the chance of
having a baby by waiting for the right
person. I've wanted a child for as long
as [ can remember.

I used to work as a nursery nurse so

: I've always dealt with children. I

: thought about doing it on my own for
. several years but never did anything. :
- Then, two years ago, | had ovarian cysts : taking the responsibility seriot

. certain distance, or copy you if you
. stick out your tongue, or smile.

None of that applies to Alex. I can’t

. delude myself that I have any insight

. into what it feels like to be him. I don’t
. have Down’s syndrome, so I can’t

. empathise with that, and even if |

. could there’s no way of knowing

: where he lies on the spectrum of

: severity. He is unquestionably — and
. increasingly —alert. He has a

: diagnosed. I had surgery anc
- ovaries were saved, but it spu
. into action because it can a5
: fertility. After I'd had my firs
- consultation at the fertility
: knew it was the right decisics
:  “Some friends disapproves

: people think I'm selfish and
. that my baby won't have a fat
: I've seen how children from |
: homes can end up stuck in di
: is far more damaging being b
: in a hostile environment witt
: parents. My family were con
: about me becoming a single |
. but they have come round to
:  “Igoonmaternity leave at
: this month. My employers hz
: more supportive than I could
. but for practical support I has
: Being pregnant on my own is

_: harderthan I thought. I miss

- someone to share it with. The

_ will never be as important to

and family as it would be to

_ youchoose to have a child
“My family live 100 mil
. and my friends are in ful

~ employment, so it’s jusf
nerve-racking. In a per

1 would love my children to h:
father role model, but I don't s
- relationship for the sake of it.

- think a partner is absolutely n
- Matt Saville. 36, and Anna

£ Schmmachiing. 48, became fri

Sims im recruit

- e wecking
: Thes becamme flatmates in 20

- with fertility clinics. I didn’t s=
. defeat. I always thought I wom
- child, whether I found 2 mas o
. had six rounds of
¢ insemination] withous
. next step would have e
: thought, this is too handls
. too expensive. I put the s
¢ and carried on with ms

: baby, how am I goingto

- and I had lived together fis
: and became close. | trustea'®
. cent. He became the obviomss
- Onmy first visit back to the

. him. I can’t remember how I's
. butit was something directan
. like, ‘Matt how would you fesl:
: giving me a baby?’ ”

:  “He thought hard about it fa
. weeks. It reassured me that he

. disconcerting not to be able ti
: itin one’s imagination, to gue
it feels like to look out of.

A family friend came up wi

. interesting theory. I told him
. the low muscle tone that chile
. with Down’s syndrome are be
: and how it delays their ability
. up their heads, to sit, crawl. w
. soon, and he extrapolated ths
: same low tone might affect th



heart you'll be
in trouble’

F “Matt has

E become Charlie’s
= daddy. Heand his

& ten years, Jeremy,

our lives as they can
be. He doesn't
= contribute financially
‘but he pays to travel
ere once a year,
speaks to Charlie
enever he can and

rogress and things

hes learnt.

. Ihaven'thada
serious relationship

it’s hard to think how that would
ypen at my age. I talked about that

sibility with Matt, but of course he'd :

rzvs be Charlie’s father and have
<= 8o him_no matter who I meet.
moved back to Australia
fore me and I live with her. T have lots
support and I've never encountered
stility beacause of my decision. I've
ver had to hide my situation. Itis
portant that your child is accepted by
ar friends and family. I think thatin
ure people will become more
afident about having a child alone.
arlie gets more love, attention and
idance than any child I've ever met.
\at’s because he was so wanted.”
att %
rowing up as a gay person, children
-=n't on my agenda. I thought it was
mething I would never have access
When Anna asked me [ was secretly
delighted but
- therewasalsoan
e ‘ohmy god’

¥ partner for thepast

keeps updated on his :
- grandparents and aunts and uncles are.

. Nicola Marsha
:Ashley adoptec
: 5and7 witht
- for Adoptionand F
: “We tried for a child for five years but

- couldn't conceive. We considered IVF

* but had conflicting feelings. We had

© seen friends go through it. It seemed
:_difficult both financially and

: emotionally,and we were already

. feeling the pressure in our relationship
. from months of trying to conceive. I

© wanted a family but I didn't feel

. desperately broody.

ol p

* what | had — astable home and family
- unit How could | create that same 2

environment if we were livingin
different countries? What about school

- assembilies, parents’ evenings and

cake-bakes — those little things that

i are so important to a child?

“There were so many questions: what

- if Annaand I fell out? What if she

- needed financial support? Would I be
- wedded to the Child Support Agency for -
- 18 years, being chased for maintenance
: payments?hadbeenina relationship
: with Jeremy for ten years, so Iwas

concerned about how it would affect us.
“I flew to Australia to discuss things

b areasmuchapartof : properly. I concluded that I had

© nothing to lose and everything to gain.

. The idea evolved and suddenly my

. questions turned to positive ones:

© Would it be a girl or a boy? Would I be

: ‘“Uncle Matt’ or would thatbe confusing
. as Charlie gets older? I wanted to be

. involved from the start. Anna andl

were both keen for him to know who his

“Four years on, it works really well.

. Charlie comes to the UK every year
> . and Jeremy and I average four weeks in
in15 years.'mopentoone @ Australia. We have a large house in
_ i South London, so Charlie and Anna
- stay with us when they visit. We speak

on Skype every week.
“The best thing has been the chance

: to experience unconditional love and to
: watch Charlie grow up. When I see him
. pull a face, I think, ‘Is that my genes,
. Anna’s genes or my mother’s genes?”’

Charlie is headstrong but engaging and

- abright, capable little guy. Tothink I've |
- played a part in making him who he is,
* that’s truly an amazing thing”

11, 41, and husband
hree siblingsaged 4,
Association
ostering (BAAF)

the i

Also, there seemed to be so many

: children who needed homes that it
© didn’t seem right to createababy ina
. way that wasn't entirely natural. We

 decided on adoption. It took three
. years from the application to them
& moving in. Although it is a major
process, it didn't feel nearly as
. intrusive as what we had already
- gone through: month after
month of not getting pregnant.
“We went on a preparation
course where you learn about the
types of children you'll be dealing with
and the difficult lives they may have
had. Then you are assigned a social
- worker who conducts a “home

_ assessment”. They look at every
aspect of your life — your finances,
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: and theres sl alot e 1
before | can really understand why they ——

- nomatterwhat
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:
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do the things they do. | didnt feeian

* instant deep bond but there was always

the feeling that these are my children ~

- children of our own. When Iseea

friend who is pregnant I do get that
gut-wrenching feeling of loss —that 1

: missed out. But it isn'ta case of one
. being better than the other; it’s just

=
“They are not a replacement for = 4 ::,3
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