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         How we survived years of fertility treatments and the adoption process to finally hold you in our arms

      
   


   
      
         
            Foreword
      

         

         February 2020
      

         
            Dear Reader,
      

         

          
      

         
            This book will give you an uncensored look into hardship. The hardship some people have to endure to fulfill one of the most fundamental dreams: to become parents and to experience the unconditional love that comes with that.
      

         

          
      

         
            You will be taken on an emotional journey with Caroline and Pelle as they fight their way along the long and extremely bumpy road to reach their goal. It can be an overwhelming read, but luckily, there is also room for smiles and even laughter, and as the cover reveals, there is a very, very happy ending.
      

         

          
      

         
            You don’t have to be in the middle of fertility treatments or in an adoption process yourself to get something out of this book, because on top of being a book about battling childlessness, it is a story of hope, a story of love, a story of fighting for happiness, and a story about keeping a strong will and never giving up—it is a story about the meaning of life.
      

         

          
      

         
            The book has given me a greater understanding and respect for this little family I have come to know in my years as the South African Ambassador to Denmark. Pelle, Caroline and their blessing of a daughter, Ukhona, have steadily attended the days held by the Embassy for Danish families who have adopted from South Africa. In this way, they have shown great respect for the heritage of their little daughter, and it touches my heart that they hold on to that.
      

         

          
      

         
            I love the picture connected to this book in which the little family stands under the statue of my father, Nelson Mandela, in front of the Union Buildings in Pretoria. My father talked about a rainbow nation—this is a true rainbow family, bound by love. It is a love that reaches beyond race, place of birth, and culture. A love that, if more common, would make the world a much better place.
      

            Zindzi Mandela

Daughter of Winnie and Nelson Mandela, and South African Ambassador to Denmark 2015-19
      

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Preface
      

         

         
            Dear Zoe Ukhona,
      

         

          
      

         
            We’re writing this book for you, so one day, when you’ve grown up, you can read about how you ‘came into the world’—our world—and became our beloved daughter. I write ‘we’ as although it’s me, your dad Pelle, sitting at the keyboard, this is a story about your dad and mum’s shared journey towards that happy day, the 12th
          of September 2016, when we held you in our arms for the first time in our temporary home in Pretoria, South Africa.
      

            Dad is writing, but as I go, I’m reviewing everything with and getting feedback from your mum. That way, you’ll get both our perspectives on this journey and the years-long ‘birth’.
      

            The reason we’re writing this in a book and letting others read along is that, sadly, there are many, many others who have been, are or will be in the same situation your dad and mum were in before you arrived. That is, although the bee had found the flower, not much more was happening, the stork never came, and when you know your happiness lies in being a parent, you have to find other ways.
      

            We believe and we hope our thoughts and experiences can help others wishing with all their hearts for a child, but who, like us, are being challenged by biology. Sadly, in our experience, so much about childlessness, fertility treatment and adoption is taboo. We’ve missed seeing our situation reflected in literature and in other people’s stories, and conversely, we’ve been delighted at those times we succeeded in finding people who’ve gone through the same experiences. With them, we’ve been able to share sorrows and joys in a completely different way than with people who haven’t been in the same position. It’s our hope this book will be able to do the same for others, or at the very least, that it will work as an icebreaker and a conversation starter.
      

            We also think it will be a good read for friends and family of the involuntarily childless going through fertility treatment or an adoption process. This book may be able to offer insight and understanding concerning some of the hard experiences and difficult thoughts present when this is what you’re fighting for most in life.
      

            At the same time, we hope others who’ve been adopted will get something out of reading about the considerations we, as adoptive parents, have had. We’re telling our own story, but perhaps it will lead to thoughts and conversations in other adoptive families.
      

            First and foremost, though, this is a book for you. As well as being a picture of the whole battle, right up until you arrived, this is also a description of what your parents are made of, what values we have, and how we live life and see the world. Hopefully this book will give you an even broader understanding of the choices we’ve taken. It’s important for us that you understand how much we wanted you right from the start. At the same time, we hope this book will give you and other readers the desire to travel, to live, and to chase happiness, no matter what it takes.
      

            At times—all along the way, in truth—this is a harsh story, but then life can also be harsh; nobody ever learned anything from a picture-perfect postcard. We have to warn you we’ll be completely honest about ourselves and our experiences. Some things can be difficult reading about your parents, but we hope you’ll read this book at a time in your life when you’ll understand why it’s important to paint the whole picture and look behind normally closed doors. However, we apologise in advance for writing in places about our sex life, and about the time they mixed up the sperm samples at Herlev Hospital; the samples were discarded, and Dad had to go into a little room to ‘collect’ a new one. Things like this will perhaps be awkward for you to read, but they also belong to the story—so you’ve been warned!
      

            Dear Zoe Ukhona, this is the story of how sparks flew when your mum and dad first met, and how we knew in that instant that two should become three. But this is also the story of biology, which teased us and so ‘forced’ us out on a journey that took over six years until we held you, our beautiful beloved girl, in our arms for the first time.
      

            This was a journey that led us through eleven fertility procedures at both public and private clinics, to serious consideration of an illegal surrogate, through to when we finally met the requirements, fulfilling our concurrent dream of adopting. A journey with everything from circle time at public courses in being a parent, to stress, pain, holidays, waiting times, tears, and ultimately, the greatest happiness and love there is: the love between parents and children, which for us, in itself, is the meaning of life.
      

            We put all this into words, but please also see the pictures that go along with this book at www.pellehvenegaard.dk.
      

            Even though these words are all for you, we love you more than words can ever describe.
      

            Caroline and Pelle, your parents.
      

         

         Enjoy.

      
   


   
      
         
            Part One: Fertility
      

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Summer year one
      

            Meeting your mum
      

         

         Everything began with waiting, including waiting for the woman of my life, who’s now your mum. I didn’t know it at the time. Otherwise, I’d have been a trace more nervous than I was that day.

         It was Friday afternoon, the 9th
          of July 2010. The sun was high with not a cloud in sight over Christianshavn, the old part of Copenhagen where I lived. I spent most that afternoon sitting in my little white wooden dinghy with its turquoise gunwale. It was an old fishing boat with a built-in fish box in the middle, and an old two-stroke engine that, sadly, I never managed to start. Instead, I asked the talented women at the Women’s Smithy in Freetown Christiania to weld me a frame for an outboard motor. On it sat a ten-horsepower Mercury beside a Danish flag that fluttered with every light breeze. It wasn’t a fast motor, but it was perfect for chugging around in Copenhagen’s canals and harbour.

         I had two small collapsible wooden chairs, the ones with slatted seats and a fabric back so when you fold them up, they form a V. I think they’re meant for festivals or beach parties, but they functioned just fine on the boat. It wasn’t a luxury boat, but I was really pleased with it. There’s a special pleasure to be had in owning something you’ve explored every centimetre of with a scrap of sandpaper and a dripping brush.

         I’d first seen the boat a year earlier while walking along the canal. One of my old friends had sailed down in it with a gorgeous woman in the stern. He was clearly on to something; the romantic setting was undeniable.

         We didn’t get to exchange many words before he sailed past, but I managed to shout, “Rasmus, if you ever want to sell that boat—call me!”

         Half a year later, he rang and asked if I wanted to buy it, along with a berth down at Tranggraven at the end of the canal, four hundred metres from my apartment. Err, yes, please!

         So I was sitting there in the romantic dinghy, hoping it would soon be my turn to sail around with a beautiful woman in the stern. There was indeed a woman on the way, but whether she was beautiful, I had no idea. I was going on my first blind date, the source of which was slightly unusual.

         Seven days prior, I’d received a call from a woman I’d casually dated but not seen in six months. She was an exciting woman. Beautiful, talented, sweet, and with a thrilling and inspiring career. I was looking for all of that, and she might have been a really good girlfriend, maybe even a mother to my children, but there was a ‘problem’: she had three children already, and I have to admit that wasn’t something I really wanted to get involved in. I was looking for someone to build a family with, and hers came ready-made. I’d just moved into my dream apartment, and although pretty big, it couldn’t compete with her huge house in a wealthy area north of Copenhagen. That is, if all five of us—plus any potential new children—were to live there. I’d been in a similar sort of arrangement before, having given up my previous dream apartment to move in with my ex-wife for a marriage that lasted all of six months. Moving out without a penny in my pocket and into a housing market that had run completely wild wasn’t an experience I had any desire to repeat.

         What’s more, in many ways, I’d spent quite a few years building my own life back up from scratch. I also had the need and the desire to build my own family from scratch. That was my argument for not continuing that relationship, at any rate, but perhaps she just wasn’t the love of my life. In any case, she wasn’t the one who came strutting into my world that afternoon on the quay.

         Well, be that as it may, she’d called a week earlier and mentioned a woman she thought I should meet. She didn’t say much more than that, except her name was Caroline and she was a colleague at her consulting firm. Then she gave me her number. I felt it was pretty generous and broad-minded to send another woman my way after it hadn’t worked for us. I also thought she, knowing me as she did, had every chance of finding a good match, so I rang Caroline and invited her for a cruise.

         Ready for a beautiful day on the water, I sat on the lookout for a woman called Caroline. There was boiling water for Nescafé in a thermos, and my big black bucket was filled with water, ice cubes, koldskål—a Danish dessert—milk for the coffee, and a couple of beers.

         When I first saw her, I didn’t know it was her, but I hoped. The woman approaching my floating oasis was tall, slim, fair-haired, and casually dressed in a short light-blue summer dress. She had a sweet face with kind eyes. All features I found very attractive. My hopes were rising.

         Although she tried to walk as nonchalantly as possible, perhaps to suggest nothing was out of the ordinary for her, she also looked a bit lost, and I dared to stick a paw in the air and wave.

         She returned my wave and broke into a big, heartfelt smile of relief.

         Later, I found out a quick Google search she’d done before our date had given her a poor impression of me, and nerves were getting the better of her. She was millimetres from cancelling—and who could blame her?

         According to Google, I was a lady-chasing Casanova. A high-speed, shallow guy who didn’t have much more on his mind than women and sex. And my years as the host of Take Me Out—a popular, but increasingly shrill dating programme on Danish TV 2—weren’t doing me any favours in that moment. The show had started out fairly innocent and genuine, but after nine seasons, it had descended into a vicious reality show. When contestants weren’t being demeaning, every other comment was about sex. All the while, I was the face of that bonkers show, responsible for steering it all and ending every episode with a smile of endorsement.

         Of course, that infected the public’s impression of me. There are still people who, when they meet me, say, “I’m sorry, I thought you were so superficial that you could only talk about sex.”

         The other predominant search result was the rumour I’m homosexual. If you search Google for ‘famous Danish gays’, my name still comes up number two, right after Jim Lyngvild, a Danish designer, and I’m closely followed by Uffe Buchard, a fashion expert. To this day, people still write ‘Isn’t he gay?’ in the comment section of articles that mention anything apparently heterosexual about me.

         It doesn’t bother me. Really, it’s just funny. But I do wonder where it comes from sometimes. Is it because I’m not homophobic? Because I happily wore a pink suit, a feather boa and a flirtatious attitude in the LGBTQ episodes of Take Me Out? Or can people really not distinguish fact from fiction, believing I’m gay because I played a guy in a TV series who, in true soap-opera fashion, went from being a ‘lady-killer’ to jumping out of the closet and kissing another man?

         If there’s any slice of the truth in what’s written about me online, it’s probably my being a ladies’ man. I’m attracted to women, and in that sense, I’m a chip off the old block. My dad always said, “Try many and choose the best.” And that’s what I’ve done.

         Though make no mistake, I’m not bragging about being promiscuous. If anything, I’m admitting to wearing my heart on my sleeve. But a more precise truth is that my life has been chaotic. It all started when I became very famous as a child for playing the main character in the Oscar-winning film Pelle the Conqueror. I was only eleven years old, and achieving that level of success so early derailed my life. Winning a European Film Award as Europe’s ‘Best Young Actor’ in 1988 put a lot of pressure on me both as a young aspiring actor, and as a teenager trying to find his way in life.

         As a young kid with a newfound passion for acting, it was heavy to have such lofty expectations fastened to my shoulders so early on. I’d only done one film, and a play at my school, and all of a sudden, I had to live up to being an award-winning actor. I honestly didn’t know anything about acting and didn’t feel like an ‘actor’ at all. I thought acting was a lot of fun, but I still needed practice. There was a lot left to learn. The best way to improve would have been to feel free enough to make mistakes, which is nearly impossible when you feel you have to live up to all the praise. In a way, the movie and the success took my interest in acting, which should have been fun and enriching, and turned it into something strictly professional and full of pressure to perform.

         On a more personal level, it also screwed up my natural development. Everybody in Denmark knew who I was, and I couldn’t go anywhere without people staring. I was very shy and didn’t like all the attention. I hadn’t done the movie for fame, I’d done it for the fun of it. Unfortunately, in many ways, the fame was a curse. It felt like an emotional prison or like being an animal in a zoo, with people watching my every move. This meant I got way too conscious about what people felt about me, and I spent way too much time trying to be what I thought was expected of me, instead of trying to find out who I was as a person and what I wanted in life, like most other teenagers were and should be doing during those crucial development stages.

         All of which led to some very hard years during early adulthood and into my thirties. I experienced low self-worth and depression, drank too much alcohol, and struggled to maintain relationships. If I didn’t have a clear view of what I wanted in life, how could anyone else work towards those things with me? However, I never gave up and always kept moving forward, and in that way, my life contrasts with so many other child stars in that I’ve managed to avoid the ultimate decline, which, sadly, all too often ends with drugs and serious alcohol abuse or suicide.

         It wasn’t always pretty, but slowly I built myself up and gradually gained control of my life. I earned a degree in journalism at the University of Southern Denmark, then carved out a career both in front of and behind the camera in the TV industry. My career developed to a place where I found recognition and contentment. I was earning well and had just bought my perfect apartment—and a boat!

         Most importantly, I found contentment within myself. I went on a long course of therapy with an incredibly capable psychologist, and through that, I got to know myself much better—the good and the bad. I learned how to respond appropriately, and to change the things about myself that I didn’t like.

         Each weekend was no longer spent soaked in alcohol; I’d exchanged my ol’ dependable Sunday companion—an extreme and depression-inducing hangover—for a healthy run.

         As I stood waiting on the quayside watching my lovely mystery date walking towards me, I was well on my way to having things in place in my life, or heading where I wanted to be. But one thing was still missing.

         I’d always loved children, and since my late twenties, I’d known in my heart I’d find the biggest love of all in becoming a father. I had a feeling it was right there that the greatest happiness and the meaning of life itself would lie for me.

         I’m not religious, so I’ve never been able to find meaning there, and although I’ve attained most the things modern man in the Western world is programmed to search for in the hunt for happiness, I’ve always felt an empty space, an indifference to it all. A meaninglessness I’ve always known could only be filled by taking on the role of father and the unconditional love it involves.

         I also knew for many years that I wasn’t ready to be a father. Primarily, it was about not being ready to embrace loving another person when I hadn’t been able to embrace and love myself or my own life. But I’d spent years working on learning to love myself, cherishing my personal growth successes, and was finally feeling ready to become a parent. I felt I was ready to be a good father—as ready as anyone can be. But of course, that requires another essential part: the mother to my children. She was who I’d been looking for during my journey of personal healing.

         Fortunately, the misleading Google search results weren’t what had fuelled Caroline’s scepticism about meeting me. It was the glorification of shallow living prone to be associated with celebrities. So my treasured old wooden boat on Christianshavns Canal, the picnic in a bucket, and especially my ugly purple thermos, put a huge smile of relief on Caroline’s face.

         She’d expected a two-hundred-horsepower fibreglass speedboat, a cooler of champagne, and a tray of strawberries dipped in chocolate. Rather the menu of Nescafé, koldskål and a single can of beer made no pretensions to the high life.

         It also worked to my advantage that after I’d asked her on board, I raced over and picked up something from my car: an old Volvo, not the royal-blue Porsche Cayenne parked beside it.

         “Gosh, am I glad you drive an old Volvo and have such an ugly thermos!” Caroline burst out as she casually dropped into one of the vintage slatted chairs.

         It was a good icebreaker, and the conversation glided along from there as we shoved off from the quay. The boat managed the same feat as it had for my friend who sold it to me, romantically chugging us through our beautiful capital.

         As we sailed by the old, beautiful houses of Christianshavn, Caroline told me about herself. How she originally trained to be a real estate agent and ended up working for one of the most successful agencies in Denmark, selling million-dollar mansions and making quite a lot of money herself. However, she didn’t like the job; she found it superficial and only about selling and making money, and she hated her boss. Eventually, one day, she told him to fuck off, and she quit.

         Then she went to work for a huge contractor designing kitchens and bathrooms for the new apartment complexes they were building. Shortly after, one of her friends started working at a big consulting house. Her friend praised the company, and Caroline started looking for job openings there. Three months later, they were looking for a coordinator. She got the job, and within another three months, she was promoted to head of the support unit, a new branch of the company she’d created herself.

         I was blown away by her energy, and I loved that she didn’t just fall in line with the status quo. I could relate to her ambitions not being driven by money—something I’ve never been driven by—and I really laughed at her telling her boss off. I’ve done the same thing a couple of times, but it’s rare to meet others who’ve done the same. Most the time, people are too afraid of authority or of losing their job, and instead, they lose their integrity by never speaking up or never taking a stand by removing themselves from the situation.

         The conversation flowed beautifully, and it turned out we also shared a passion for travelling. I was filled with admiration as she told me about her trip to climb Kilimanjaro, Africa’s tallest mountain. She’d done so all by herself, and even though she’d had to abandon the climb close to the top due to altitude sickness, I was supremely impressed. She was really her own unique person, and I liked it—a lot.

         A beautiful day became a lovely evening as summer twilight cloaked Christianshavn upon our return to the quay.

         It had been a fantastic trip. It felt so right; I knew I had to see her again. Caroline told me later that she was pleased I hadn’t invited her up, instead asking where she was parked and following her to her car. She’d really enjoyed the cruise and liked the captain, too. She confessed to hoping my delivering her, gentleman-like, to her car was a way of saying I was interested in more than just sex.

         She was right about that. I didn’t want our memorable day to become little more than a one-night stand, and I’d have hated for her to think that was all I wanted.

         Not that I didn’t want to do more with her; I wanted her very much. In fact, we wanted each other very much, and the very next day, I messaged her about sailing with some friends, and asked if she was coming into the city. She was on the beach with some girlfriends, but abandoned both of them, and the chance to play a little hard to get, and raced right over.

         She jumped on board, and we sailed on towards a ‘hip’ part of Copenhagen Harbour, where we dropped anchor in front of the crowded harbourfront. While my two friends sat at the back of the boat and discussed the women on the jetty, Caroline and I jumped in. Then out in front of the boat, I held her, and we kissed for the first time, in the water.

         As early as the next day, her first bag of clothes was in my apartment, and my toothbrush was no longer lonely in its glass. I knew I’d found the mum to my future kids—your mum!

         A week after that, we drove up and spent the weekend with my dad and his wife Hanne in our family summerhouse five hours away in the north of Denmark. No beating around the bush; it was each other we’d been waiting for, and it had been a long wait. There was no reason to waste any more time.

         A few weeks later, I asked your mum a question I knew would be pretty controversial. Even so, I needed to take it up with her, and I needed to do it right at the beginning of our relationship.

         It wasn’t an easy subject to broach, and I didn’t know her well enough yet to be sure she wouldn’t run away screaming. But this was how it had to be. I’d never met anyone I felt so immediately connected to. She was different from all other women I’d met. My work—or anything like that—didn’t impress your mum; she was interested in me as a person. She rested in herself and was very present, yet she also held back a bit, as if she’d always keep something to herself, not in a bad way, but in a way that gave her a lot of integrity. It meant I just wanted to know more and more about her and would never lose interest in exploring. I could already sense she’d likely be the mother to my children, and so, as I was serious about this, it was important we had the conversation right then.

         It was a Friday evening, a pleasantly warm summer evening, and once again, we were gliding along in the little boat that was the scene of our first meeting. We’d already spent many summer evenings on board, and your mum had taken on the routine of filling the thermos with boiling water for coffee, and the bucket with ice-water to chill our other drinks. She was at home on the boat and often packed down the tarpaulin and opened out the beach chairs before I’d even found my feet on board. After just a couple of weeks, comments like, “Where should we put the fenders on our boat?” flowed freely.

         I couldn’t help but smile. Our boat! Our lives were melting together beautifully, exactly the way I’d hoped.

         And so the boat felt like a good and safe place to have this conversation. At the same time, it offered the advantage that she couldn’t just leave, slamming the door behind her. In case of an explosion on her side, I’d bought a little time to try to explain myself while we found our way back to land again. Unless she was really so furious that she jumped in and swam back to land.

         Out there, in the middle of Copenhagen’s port, I got the ball rolling.

         “I hope you don’t take this the wrong way,” I began cautiously.

         Your mum looked at me calmly, but I could sense she had a knot in her stomach and was wondering what I’d say next.

         “It’s not because I don’t trust you. I have no reason not to,” I said falteringly, then I dropped the bomb. “But when one day you become pregnant, I’d like a paternity test.”

         Your mum looked at me, mildly confused. She didn’t seem happy, but luckily, she let me go on.

         “I say it now because I don’t want you to think I’m accusing you of anything if you ever become pregnant.”

         She looked at me with a blank expression I struggled to read. I was scared she wanted to slap me.

         “Why?” she asked, short and sharp.

         “It’s pure statistics,” I said.

         “Statistics?!” she said, looking like someone about to head off the rails.

         I could see I needed to explain myself—and quickly. I could even hear how it sounded, and even worse, I imagined how it must feel to hear. At the same time, I meant it, so it was sink or swim now—but shit, it would be unbearable if it sunk.

         “Yes, statistics. Statistically, there are just too many people who don’t have the father they think they have,” I said. I told her I’d heard figures as high as ten percent, which, admittedly, was probably a bit of an exaggeration. “But it isn’t the percentage of the risk that matters. It’s just that there is a risk,” I explained. “I just couldn’t handle being in a situation where our child has kidney failure, and when I offer one of my own for a transplant, it turns out to be incompatible because we’re not even in the same biological family.”

         I continued to explain it wasn’t because I wouldn’t be able to love a child who wasn’t mine biologically. I thought—even at that point in my life—that I definitely could, but I wanted to know and have the chance to make up my own mind about it. It would be awful to find out you’ve lived a lie your whole life. And terrible to be denied the opportunity to figure out your own feelings when it concerns something as meaningful as being a parent. I just couldn’t accept that situation, and hence had a drastic wish for a paternity test, no matter what.

         I figured it must also be a terrible secret for a woman to carry with her, but in truth, that wasn’t what was at stake in my mind. I didn’t want a paternity test for her sake, or for ours together for that matter. It was me protecting my emotional investment and my own integrity.

         I explained all this to your mum, who sat quietly on the boat and listened.

         I can’t remember whether I also told her I’d crossed swords with several married women and women in relationships, but in reality, those were unrelated issues.

         When I felt like I’d dug a deep enough hole, I stopped talking, and there was a long silence. The only thing to be heard was the motor’s quiet whirring, and the squeal of a young girl in the distance being shoved into the water by a teenage boy, who I’m sure would have preferred to kiss her but was too shy. The young girl laughed and splashed water on the guy. It was charming and blissfully carefree to watch two youth dancing on the warm shores of love. It stood in stark contrast to the mood on the boat, where we had our toes in the sand, and I simply couldn’t tell from your mum’s expression if the sands were too hot. It was hard to say if she was thinking over what I’d said, or if she was just closed down completely—if it would all end there.

         For a second, I regretted saying anything and wished I’d just waited until the day it became a real issue. But then she’d have been trapped and couldn’t just walk away when the boat reached the quay. Not to mention such a declaration of mistrust wouldn’t have been the best start to a pregnancy. So no, it was better to discuss in advance.

         After sitting quietly for what felt like an eternity, your mum looked at me. I felt really small and had a hard time meeting her eyes, but I forced myself to because she deserved that. I’d put down my cards and asked for a dance, so I also had to face the reaction.

         But shit, I was scared I’d hammered a wedge of mistrust into what we were building.

         “You know what? I get that,” she said, smiling lovingly at me.

         Phew. I breathed a sigh of relief, as if I’d been held under water, holding my breath for way too long, and had finally been pulled up. She told me later that she was actually pleased I’d been thinking about children and a family so early, and that I saw a future for us already.

         Although it was super-romantic, what we were beginning, neither of us were hopeless or completely naïve romantics. We’d both tasted life—the good and the bad. We knew how things work, or at least that things aren’t always as they seem. Nothing is black and white, or rose-tinted, nor are things all good, or all gone to hell for that matter. Neither of us are perfect, nor were we under any illusions life should be perfect all the way through. We knew our weaknesses and could see each other’s. We respected them, but we held tight to the good things. And we embraced both our similarities and our differences.

         Understanding and respect give strength. Understanding and respect are the foundation for love. With those things, like stowaways on our boat for the rest of our lives, chances were good that we’d overcome the challenges life had in store for us. In that moment of understanding, I felt we could prevail, even when things weren’t exactly the way we’d have wished.

         I smiled and felt like a very lucky man that day.

      
   


   
      
         
            Autumn year one
      

            Hoping for a baby
      

         

         I was at the airport, kissing your mum.

         “I’m really going to miss you,” I said to her, looking into the eyes in which I saw my future. Our future. A happy future.

         Her eyes were wet, and your mum pulled her body into mine.

         “I’m really going to miss you,” she whispered, her lower lip trembling.

         I kissed her again and just wanted to be there, in the kiss, in love, in something just right. But work called. I was travelling to Arizona in the USA for a month to shoot Zulu Cattle Race for Danish TV 2, a nutty programme in which a group of fun-loving celebrities played at being cowboys and competed at driving cattle.

         It might sound a little crazy the two of us were so moved by having to part. After all, it had only been a couple of months since our first kiss in the waters of Copenhagen Harbour. But we just knew we belonged together. We just knew we wanted one another, that it would be the two of us forever.

         Since that day in the water, we’d been together and had slept under the same roof every night, without exception. After so many years of searching, when you finally find the one for you, it’s no fun having to be apart so quickly, even if only for a month.

         My colleagues were moving towards the escalator, and I had to follow. I held your mum as tight as one can, in all decency, in a departure hall full of people. I felt sad and missed her already. At the same time, I was really happy, knowing the woman I was saying goodbye to would be there when I came home, to what would no longer be my home, but ours. Because we’d agreed she’d move in properly while I was away. Again, no beating around the bush, no wasting time.

         I squeezed her tight to my body, as if to make an imprint I could take with me for the long, lonely nights on the prairie. It really wasn’t necessary, though, as I’d memorised her body by heart at that point. In fact, we hadn’t used any form of contraception since we’d met. It wasn’t something we’d spoken much about, but it was as though we’d tacitly accepted that if something should happen, that would be okay with us.

         Just before I let her go and headed up the escalator, I said, “I hope you ring to tell me you’re pregnant while I’m over there.”

         It felt pretty wild saying it. I’d never felt like that before.

         I’d had a girlfriend or two who I’d thought could make a really great mother to my children, but that feeling—that it was the right time with the right woman—was completely new. I’d known that, despite wanting it, I wasn’t really ready, and I’d always been afraid of being a single parent.

         I’m a child of separated parents myself. My parents divorced when I was two years old, so I’d never really known anything else. It had been a ‘happy’ divorce, if you can say that about something so fundamentally unfortunate. In any case, my parents had always kept a really good atmosphere between them and had always been in agreement around me. The most important thing for them was that I was well. And I was.

         My parents were very different, and I could easily see why they shouldn’t have been together. I felt, with them, that I had the best of two worlds. With my mum, I had a secure and extremely loving base. There I was protected, indulged and looked after. There, until a late age, my clothes were laid on the radiator on cold winter mornings. And the day I was brutally beaten up in the schoolyard of my first school and came home crying, my mum promised I’d never go back there. A promise she kept. I stayed at home until the week after, when I started at a small private school. With tears in her eyes and a will of steel, she’d managed to get me a place at the otherwise overfilled independent school, where I fit in like a bug in a rug.

         As well as heaps of love and warmth, there was always masses of humour with my mum. Many times, she had to abandon the cinema, a jazz concert or a lecture during the hippie years. She’d just break down in laughter if the film, a jazz orchestra or a lecturer was too highbrow or pompous. She often had to slip out giggling amid outraged looks and shaking heads from the intellectual ‘elite’ of the time, who’d swallowed the belief that life wasn’t meant for ‘fun’. My mum clearly hadn’t been paying attention at the seminars at the university when that had been hammered home. Luckily, as it happened, we laughed a lot together. Both when we dressed up and horsed around, and if we said or did something stupid, we were able to laugh about it.

         I remember clearly how we’d often dress up as soldiers and march around the apartment with homemade helmets made of storage boxes and wooden rifles. Rifles, mind you, that were forbidden in certain circles at the time. It was fun in itself, but even more fun when my mum got her signals crossed while playing commando, or one of us knocked a potted plant down with our rifle when, under strict military orders, we spun ourselves dizzy.

         My dad was much more intellectual, and at the commune where we lived, I’d often fall asleep beneath the dining table to a political discussion. He taught me about society, politics and broader perspectives.

         At the same time, my dad was very down to earth, creative, and really, really good with his hands. Ever since I was little, I’d been beside him as he felled trees, built, repaired things, and together, we made those wooden rifles I marched around with at my mum’s place. At Fastelavn, a Scandinavian Shrovetide celebration where children wear fancy dress, we’d never buy a costume. We’d make it ourselves. I remember us spending a whole day cutting fabric, sewing and painting a superb tiger outfit with the muzzle made from toilet roll tubes, which I wore so proudly at nursery.

         My dad also opened the world for me. He travelled a lot, and he dragged me out on my first long backpacking journey when I was thirteen years old. That was in 1988, when we travelled for some months by bus, train and boat through what was then completely undeveloped China. Money was tight, and we bumbled through the country on second- and third-class tickets. We stayed in small, tumbledown hostels. Here we experienced how strenuous and unpleasant it is to suffer serious stomach aches, with exits in use at both ends, when the toilet is just a foul-smelling hole in the floor you squat over.

         But although comfort levels weren’t always the highest, that was just a part of the experience. We learned so much by giving it a go, and at the same time, we also got to see the phenomenal mountain formations at Guilin, where small mountaintops shoot almost straight out of the rice fields. We saw the underground Terracotta Army in Xi;an, and not least, the Great Wall that just goes on and on and on, reminding you of other, past civilisations’ size and capability.

         We finished our journey in Beijing, where, at the time, we saw very few cars, while the roads were filled with many lanes of Chinese cyclists. We were enchanted by the Forbidden City, and deeply fascinated when more than a million people marched along the city’s wide boulevards, demonstrating for liberty and reforms. It was these demonstrations that, after a couple of weeks, were brutally shut down by the government, who sent in the army and tanks to butcher civilians on Tiananmen Square, which, ironically, is named after the ‘Gate of Heavenly Peace’.

         They were two very different worlds, the ones I experienced with my mum and my dad. With my mum, it was a small, secure, fun and loving world. With my dad, the world was much bigger, more open, more complex—a world ready to be investigated and worked on, ideally with your own hands. Seen together, these two homes gave me an excellent starting point for understanding the world and living life. However, I’d also experienced rupture and missed out on a single, continuous world, so I’d always wanted my own children not to have separated parents. Of course, having the wish doesn’t make taking the steps towards being a parent any easier—there are no guarantees—but perhaps you can tell when you’re ready to fight that extra bit more to stay together. I think it’s an advantage to be at ease with yourself—your weaknesses and your strengths.

         I felt I’d reached that place when I met your mum—and it helped that she was the one!

         Sadly, you can be perfectly ready and at ease with yourself, and it’s still not always enough. Your mum didn’t call while I was away to say she was pregnant.

         Even though we’d really tried to follow the motto ‘No beating around the bush or wasting time’, it turned out that on the baby front, this wasn’t something we could control.

         Only a couple of weeks after I’d jumped out of the saddle and returned from the prairie and the cowboy show, we sat at the dining table, and your mum took me on another journey. A culinary trip to Thailand.

         “This tastes great,” I said with my mouth half-full of an especially tasty and well-spiced Thai dish.

         “Thanks,” your mum said. She smiled confidently, as if she knew she was putting the pedal to the metal on the motorway that leads directly through the taste buds, the stomach, and straight into my heart.

         I gazed back at her lovingly. She was cooking her way deeper into my affections.

         When your mum moved in, her belongings were comprised of two categories: clothes and books.

         First of all, clothes. Bin bags, plastic bags, handbags and suitcases full of clothes. I think I counted forty pairs of jeans alone. Despite the holes in the knees and their threadbare look, I recognised most as pricey brands. With a little simple mental arithmetic, I guessed if we were ever down on our luck, we were just a high-end flea market away from having enough money to travel the world. Something your mum would really love, for among her collection, there were dozens of travel books.

         There was everything from city guides to a book on Kilimanjaro, from the trip where she’d had to stop because of altitude sickness. I think she’d get altitude sickness again by making a tower of all those guidebooks and climbing up to the top. There were that many, and it felt so right to have the same longing for travelling and seeing the world fill up next to my collection on the giant bookshelf in the living room.

         They weren’t the only books she’d brought. There was a solid stack of fiction, and quite a bit of non-fiction, revealing her work at the time in the consulting world. The newest ones said LEAN on more or less all their covers—clearly the buzzword in that world for the moment.

         The most shelf space, though, was filled up with cookbooks. Cooking was her great passion, and I was enjoying it. I’d hit the jackpot. While we waited for the stork to arrive, we feasted.

         The Thai meal was really quite simple. Minced beef with broccoli, all sautéed. But it was the bombardment of strong spices from the East that made it all soar and explode in the mouth. The perfect mix of fresh ginger, garlic, chilli paste and fish sauce, a flavour that sends me down to one of my favourite restaurants on the water’s edge on the Thai island of Koh Tao—not a bad place to find yourself on a rainy autumn evening in Copenhagen.

         It would be even better, of course, to be sitting on the beach itself, and that was what we talked about during the amazing meal: planning our first trip together. We were going to Thailand, a country we’d each visited many times. We planned to combine our fondness of the country and take it in together.

         “I’m so looking forward to sitting on the beach and eating with you,” I said as we sat enjoying her spicy food at the dining table next to the wall of our combined books and souvenirs from all over the world.

         I told her it’s there, in Thailand, in the moonlight, wearing shorts, a T-shirt and flip-flops, with my mouth full of delicious food, the murmur of the waves as background music, that I feel instantaneous happiness.

         “I know exactly what you’re talking about,” your mum said. “I’ve sat there so many times, and I can’t wait to go back… with you!”

         I grabbed her hand and pulled her over the table to a long kiss.

         “Uuuuhhhh,” she pulled her head back.

         “Sorry, just ate a whole chilli.” I laughed and continued, “You better get used to it; the food’s very hot in Burma as well.”

         As well as Thailand, we planned to take a short trip to Burma. Thailand was already pretty overrun by tourists, and it had become quite hard to find an untouched pearl. Fortunately, there weren’t many tourists who’d made their way to Burma. It was a means of stimulating the love of adventure and desire for discovery that lives in us both. We loved just buying a plane ticket, going, and then taking it from there. Just finding places to stay along the way; having the freedom to be inspired by other travellers, and allowing ourselves to set off after their stories of exciting places, changing our course and our plans as we went. We loved to be impulsive. Though that was something we imagined having to scale down or do differently when we travelled with children, whose need for experience and change would probably be somewhat less than our own. We considered there would likely be a need for dependability and consistency when they accompanied us.

         “I wonder how it’ll be when we have kids. We’ll probably have to organise a bit more than just going,” I said when we’d stopped laughing.

         “But they’ll come out and see the world!” your mum stressed.

         “One hundred percent,” I agreed, smiling.

         It wasn’t the only trip on the calendar. I’d also planned to visit a friend of mine working for the World Bank in Uganda. That trip was just a couple of weeks away.

         I’d visited him in Africa before, five or six years ago, when he was helplessly trying to get the finances in order at the Ministry of Finance in Malawi. It’s one of the world’s poorest countries, where nearly half the population is under fifteen years old, and where there are many parentless children, in part because of the acute prevalence of HIV and AIDS.

         The talk of travelling with kids prompted a subject very dear to me. Something I’d always felt very strongly about, something that actually was sort of a dealbreaker for me. If your mum hadn’t been open to it, I think it would have done some damage to our relationship—and the way I viewed her. Even though it meant so much to me, I tried to broach the topic nonchalantly.

         “Talking of children, I’d absolutely love to adopt,” I said as I stared at my hands and grabbed more food.

         Meeting so many orphaned children, both in Africa and the rest of the world, had left its mark. I’d seen street children in Central America, Africa and Asia, and it broke my heart each time. Ever since my twenty-year-old self had looked into the blurred eyes of little kids who’d sniffed glue all day in Nicaragua, I’d wanted to adopt. This might be naïve, and of course, I had no idea at that point what it really took to adopt. However, the feeling and intention were real and strong.

         Before she could answer, I continued, as if to plea my case and to stop her from saying it wasn’t for her. “There are so many children in the world who don’t have parents, and it’s just so terrible. Children should be looked after, and since we have so much energy and love, I feel like adoption would be a really good way to share it.”

         I froze in the process of serving myself more food and held the serving spoon on my plate. I looked up, quite nervous about her response.

         She looked away for a bit, and then stared straight at me as a warm smile spread across her face. “I’ve never really thought about it, but I’m completely with you.”

         This answer made me fall even more in love with her. Like the answer about the paternity test, she again turned out to be open-minded and with a positive outlook on things. I might not have expressed that at that moment, but I was extremely relieved, and more convinced than ever I’d found ‘the one’. Quite excited by this, I babbled on.

         “It’d be just perfect to have both a biological child and an adopted one—I’d love that.”

         Your mum smiled. “Me too.”

         But suddenly, I had an awful thought. “It’d be amazing, but imagine when the day comes that our biological child says to our adopted child that they aren’t our real child,” I said, and the thought alone was deeply painful. Children can be so spiteful sometimes, especially to their siblings.

         “Yes, it’s almost unbearable to think about,” your mum said, looking utterly crestfallen, “but then we’ll just have to raise them well, so neither of them doubts they’re both our children and equally loved.”

         I completely agreed we’d do everything to make sure of that.

         “I wonder what the requirements are for adopting,” said your mum, her interest piqued.

         “Good question. I don’t know at all,” I replied, “but I’d love to find out. I really feel like this is something we should do at some point.”

         Yet again, I grabbed her hand, pulled her over and kissed her. This time, though, I made sure not to have burning hot chilli in my mouth, because I really just wanted to kiss her. I wanted to hold on to our little dream world, where I imagined us surrounded by lots of kids of different colours.

         The next day, reality kicked in.

         “We wouldn’t be able to adopt very soon. We just haven’t been together long enough.”

         Since our love-growing conversation about kids and adoption, your mum had shattered the illusion. While I tend to talk, dream and imagine, your mum takes action. She’d been online researching what the Danish requirements were for adopting.

         “We have to have lived together for two and a half years, and we have to be married when we apply,” she said.

         “Oh, well, that sort of settles things—at least for now,” I said with an unworried smile, no idea of the heartbreak ahead.

         Although we’d moved in together immediately, it was only the autumn of 2010, and we’d only been together for a few months. We could apply to adopt in the spring of 2013 at the earliest.

         “The good news is that there’s a maximum age difference of forty-two years between the child and the oldest parent at the time of application, so since I’ll only be thirty-eight in 2013, we’ll still be able to adopt a baby,” your mum said, genuinely pleased about her discovery.

         We said to each other that if we adopted, we’d prefer to adopt a child as young as possible. We imagined the older they were, the harder it would be.

         “That’s great to know,” I said, and I smiled at the thought of welcoming a little adopted child. “And you said we have to get married as well?”

         “Yes.”

         We’d both been married before, and neither of us felt the need to get married again.

         “Hmm, well, if that’s what it takes, we’ll have to cross that bridge when we get to it. It’s just not super-romantic to be pressed into things in that way,” I said, ignorant of all the things that lay in wait—things that, God knows, are neither especially natural nor romantic.

      
   





It doesn’t work



“Watch out!” your mum shouted as she tugged me hard on the arm, pulling me towards her.

I’d just managed to avoid being hit by an inebriated, rather bedraggled man in a three-wheeled electric mobility scooter.

He brandished a bottle of high-percentage alcohol and grumbled something. We couldn’t make out what he was saying, but he was clearly not happy with the absent-minded way we were walking. We weren’t really looking where we were going and made a sudden stop on what he evidently perceived to be his pavement.

We were beside a discount shopping centre on the outskirts of Copenhagen, looking for the entrance to a fertility clinic that was supposed to be located in the building. A woman in a headscarf smiled and shook her head at the electrically powered drunk driver, who was beeping and swearing at a pair of dark-haired young boys, who, according to him, must not cycle on the pavement under any circumstances.

We were about to ask the smiling woman if she knew where the clinic was when we hesitated. To ask would be to reveal there was something that wasn’t working, and we just hadn’t reached the place where we could speak with people about something so personal. And definitely not a stranger—no matter how welcoming her smile.

We just smiled back and found our own way to the entrance.

We’d had the conversation about adoption, but besides that, we hadn’t really talked about kids. It had just been something natural, a given that of course we could have a child, many children, actually, and there was really no time to waste. We’d both been living the best lives we could being single and making the best of that. However, now love and duality had fallen into our hands, we just wanted ‘the whole package’. It stands to reason that when you’ve lived a life with both an unconscious and a conscious longing for love, partnership and children, you really know when it’s time. It just felt completely right, and we’d actually been ‘working’ on the children part ever since our second date. Maybe we didn’t spell it out because we were afraid of what the other would answer, because we both really wanted it and didn’t want to ruin the dream or feeling.

Since we’d met three months earlier, we hadn’t held much back. There had been lots going on below the duvet, and above it, and in every other possible place, but even with no form of contraception, nothing had happened. There was simply something that wasn’t working—or at least something that seemed to need a helping hand.

Maybe it was your mum’s PCOS, a syndrome she was diagnosed with a few years before we met. It can make it difficult to become pregnant, and may mean one needs help from a doctor.

Learning about PCOS and the potential problems with getting pregnant came down the road pretty quickly. We weren’t many boat trips in before we knew the two of us would be parents together. The early decision to look for help was natural as well, for we were on a mission. No point in beating around the bush. No wasting time.

Seeking help is undoubtedly a big and understandably difficult decision for many, but for us, it was quite easy. We were both in our mid-thirties, and life had taught us both that it doesn’t always go the way you plan or imagine. You could say we’d become more pragmatic than romantic, however, the whole thing was actually still very romantic. We were trying to have a baby together. That was still the ultimate declaration of love, and how we got to that goal didn’t really matter as long as we got there. Of course, at that time, we didn’t know—at all—what getting help really meant.

Having said that, if I was truly honest with myself and explored the depth of my emotions, I could feel an extreme fear of me ‘not working’, of me not being able to conceive. There had been a lot of talk and articles about the decline of men’s quality of sperm, and somewhere deep, this affected me a lot to read. It took me to a place where I saw myself never having kids, never experiencing the ultimate love I somehow knew would come with fatherhood. A childless life was something I interpreted as a meaningless and lonely life.

My tendency, however, is to push away strong emotions that come with horrific consequences. I hid it from myself, telling myself of course it would work, and if not, there was always help to be had, or adoption, or a lot of other things. It wasn’t always easy, and the fear sometimes popped up, especially when I had a rare hangover that tends to be ‘filter-removing’, but generally, I have a great ability to suppress and hide bad emotions. But nevertheless, they were there, hidden in the back of my mind.

I’d already learned your mum, on the other hand, is somewhat more of a natural optimist. She always tends to think things will sort themselves out, and things will come when it’s time for them. She felt the same way about getting help to conceive. It was just a minor bump in the road that would take us there.

It was the same way with having kids in general. She hadn’t really worried about that; they’d come if the time—and the man—was right. Where I’d wanted to have a child for many years, your mum knew more or less from the day we met that I’d be the father of her children. Before that, though, she hadn’t had the same intense and burning desire to be a parent that I had, and she didn’t need to be a mother for true happiness. She’d really just not felt the option was there. So she’d pushed both the thought and the desire to have children to the side. She’d stop herself way before I would if the thought hit her. In that way, she’d refused to acknowledge the fundamental unhappiness that she, in some place or other, knew childlessness would be for her if she faced up to it.
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