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My Boy




INTRODUCTION

Thirty-Five Wasted Years

WE’D RUN UP a mountain track above the sea loch and down to its shore and now, on our way back, the sun glinting on the water, I felt this overwhelming urge to cool down. Leaping into the river, I hit the water with a glorious ice-cold explosion. My mind was clearing.

As I floated up for air, I felt something yanking on my soaking-wet T-shirt, dragging me sideways. Frantic with panic, Maxwell had jumped in after me and was now pulling me to safety. I swam to the edge and climbed out, Maxwell following. Collapsing onto the bank, I lay back on the grass and he licked my face, welcoming me back to the land of the living. And as I looked into the loving innocence of his brown eyes, I felt so fortunate that he was mine. His instinct was, with every last drop of strength, to save me. And he did. Not then, from the river – although he was convinced of it – but later from the torrent that was to overwhelm me. 

I love it when people ask what we did to deserve dogs. I love it because there is no answer – only awe, wonder and a shrugging acceptance of our inadequacies. 

For thirty-five wasted years I didn’t have a dog. Only the dogs of others; of friends, acquaintances and strangers. I didn’t truly realise how much I yearned for one – until Maxwell, my molten-golden Labrador, arrived, and then it all came flooding back. I remembered the comfort and security that had come from my childhood dog, Candy, and I remembered the precious privilege of loving an animal and being loved in return. 

Candy was gone but always somewhere. Long after he was put to ‘sleep’ he dwelt in mine; in my dreams. And then twelve years ago Maxwell arrived, not a moment too soon. We’ve been inseparable since then, our bond visceral and strong. But it’s not just the bond between me and Maxwell that’s been of such comfort. He has helped me focus on the other bonds that really matter to me and over the last few years, I’ve found myself surprised at what I’ve discovered. You can so easily see the world in a certain way and claim the truth as your own but then, with the remarkable, unspoken bond, the love and tenderness of a dog and the love and tenderness of loving a dog, everything can just change. 

In 2004, I wrote about my adoption search in Blue-Eyed Son, as I traced my birth mother and birth father, and I thought I was closer to self-revelation. But in reality, I wasn’t an inch nearer to understanding anything. That account was essentially a detective story. I was solving a mystery and, like a journalist reporting on someone else’s story, I was intoxicated by the process but essentially detached from the consequences. Questions were answered – who, what, where and when – but that was all. Nothing about finding out who they were touched the core of me, the lifelong trauma of being an imposter in my own life; the true me, unknown and unreachable.

Nor did knowing who my birth mother was do anything to quell my unresolved issues with the woman or ‘mother’ who gave me away. For here’s the nonsense that makes perfect sense: in giving me up for adoption, she ensured I went on to a better life than she could ever have given me. For this I’m grateful and would never have wanted it any other way. My parents are my parents. I don’t have enough words to say how special they were and how happy my childhood was. Or how lucky I am to be their child. And yet, I could still hear the incessant undercurrent rumbling beneath me. That lifelong whisper coming from inside me: she didn’t want you, she didn’t want you, she gave you away, you were no good.

It’s taken a long long time to stop listening to that tune in my head and it’s still not entirely quietened. But since I began presenting Long Lost Family in 2009, I’ve found myself in extraordinary places, meeting and talking intimately with dozens of adopted sons and daughters with the same feelings and similar stories, and the soundtrack has shifted. The adopted children I’ve met have, without exception, been possessed of an emotional eloquence that I’ve never had. It’s as though I’m looking in the mirror, hearing variations on a theme that unites us, and after so many years now of listening carefully, I have come to learn what I didn’t think I even needed to understand, and I now realise was too afraid to try: the true perspective of the birth mother. The hurt, the grief and the fight to just live again. 

Something switched on in my heart when Maxwell arrived. He came along at exactly the right time in my life. My mum – my adoptive mum – always used to say it was clear, once she and my dad adopted me, that it was meant to be. Our family was, for her, perfect in its completeness – Mum, Dad, my sister Fiona and me. We’d all found each other in this universe. For me, it was the same – my wife Tina, my four glorious children and then, twelve years ago, like a meteor, Maxwell. He landed and has never left my side. When things were going off the rails and unresolved issues needed resolving, he helped me – he was by my side in wild, weird and wonderful places. 

My relationship with Maxwell liberates and renews me, because in that space we share, he lets me off the lead and I can break free, escape from the deafening cacophony all around. He clears my mind and frees my spirit. He knows only truth; he inhabits only the present. When I was a little boy and when unhappy feelings sometimes took over, Candy was always there for me. Knowing exactly who I was. And so does this boy Maxwell. He knows exactly who I am – so he’s got one over on me there. And, he licks my face. 

As I was writing this book, Mum died at the age of ninety-six. During the course of the year we’d had several conversations about my early life and in particular my most faithful childhood friend, Candy. She also helped me see the long view and overcome the enormous feelings of guilt I’d internalised when I’d traced my birth mother, despite her supportive acceptance that I needed to know who she was. This, in turn, along with Long Lost Family, my family and Maxwell helped me redefine my thinking about Stella, my birth mother, and – thirty years later – to do something I never thought I’d be able to do. 

Mum is the person I wanted to see this book most of all, and I only wish she was here to read what my stuttering, spluttering self has, until now, been unable to adequately express. 

This book is for you, Mum. 
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Mum, Candy and me at the window of our house in Mayfield Road, 1965
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