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INTRODUCTION

Genes don’t lie, but people do! 

With the cheap and easy access to DNA testing now available, more and more people are discovering they are not who they thought they were or that the make-up of their family has changed. It may have happened to you, and you want to know how to process it. It may have happened to a friend or family member, and you want to help them. I want to create a resource to help others facing such challenges to the sense of self that this brings. 

It is not a new experience. In the past, finding out you were adopted would have brought the same challenges. It is now happening, though, on a larger scale. The genie is out of the bottle, and many do not know what to do next.

I had just finished writing my book, The Trauma Effect, about inherited trauma, where I shone a light upon a trauma in my family and examined how this impacted me when a new family story surfaced. I had made my peace with my family past at last, and then I found that my family story was an illusion.

An email popped into my inbox which changed everything. Yet another new family secret, about which I had no inkling, was now bobbing up into the light and I had to deal with it. 

Every other book I pick up or TV drama I watch has the twist in the tail of someone discovering through DNA that they were not who they thought they were. With the increasing number of people interested in their ancestry, this can only continue to grow. 

I was not the one most affected by my DNA test results; I was still my father’s child, but I discovered I had a half-sister, and it was so hard to know how to support her whilst trying to deal with my own changing landscape. 

My story is far from unique. It is a story told up and down the land, but little is written to help with processing the story, the complete reframing of all you believed about your family and who you are. It was hardest, of course, for my sister, who said to me only the other day, ‘Nobody is talking about how it feels to be me, to find out I am someone other than who I thought I was’. 

As I find it so therapeutic to write, I decided to write our story, our feelings, our journey, in the hope that if you share this story, you might feel less alone, and it may help your healing. If no such drama has touched your family, then maybe hearing of ours may help you to value your own story. 

When I began to write, it automatically fell into the style of discourse with my father at first, a father who had become a stranger to me now. He was not the man I had loved, and I needed to get to know him again. I needed the opportunity to tell him how I felt and, if she would allow it, a little of how my sister felt. Then I could begin to understand it more. As I wrote the first section, it read rather like a novel, and I hoped this would engage the reader to follow the journey towards understanding. 

The therapeutic part naturally followed as I delved deeper and deeper into the feelings of everyone concerned. I wanted to understand the emotions involved in such an experience and, very importantly, what identity means to us, as I think it is the challenge to identity that raises so much emotion. As I am a therapist, I then wanted to come up with a plan to help, presenting ideas that I have used with others on a similar path. 

If such a thing has not happened in your world, some of the ideas here may still resonate, such as that of identity, loss and family constellations. So here is our story and journey towards healing. I hope that it can help your healing too.

Zetta Thomelin

			

Part One – My Story

			

Chapter one

THE BEGINNING

I know about it now and there is no unknowing for  any of us. I had a trigger that set my fingers tapping across the keys. It is my first time in France (the land my father loved so much) since I found out about it. My partner and I are in Paris, a city we had enjoyed separately and now want to share with each other.

Paris, the city of romance. The French, the lovers of Europe. Beauty surrounds us in the architecture, the clothes, the smells that escape the cafes and restaurants, and the sounds that pulse out of the organ at L’eglise de St-Pierre; we are entranced. There is the hustle and bustle of the streets of Montmartre, vendors touting their wares. We smile as we wander and wonder, hand in hand.

But beneath the veneer of the city are the cracks, the imperfections, and the slight smell of urine wafting up from the warming streets. The beggar with plastic bags upon his feet for shoes. The stark metaphor in Gare de Lyon, as we search for a map we can take away, to find only a vending machine for condoms, speaks boldly of the reality beneath the charm of the city, a metaphor of the city; maybe there is another metaphor there too. 

I see beneath the intellect, the beauty and charm to the cracks beneath, the feet of clay, and relate it to my father, the man within. 

We expect too much from the city of lovers; perhaps I expected too much of my father. I loved him too much, and now he has let me down and is not here to face the music, to see the damage he left behind him.

I cannot help but think of him here. When he was alive and I arrived in France, I would always phone and say, ‘Je suis arrivé en France, Papa’, and I would even hear his smile down the line. It is even more present here in Paris, the thought of him, the place he went from boy to man, a place he knew so well, and I want to talk to him, to shout at him. I want answers from him as I go over and over in my mind the stories he used to tell of that French side of his life, mining for clues, looking for signs of the man I did not know but thought I had.

Of course, you know Paris well, Dad. That was where you did your military service, at Le Bourget, the l’armee de l’air, following in your father’s footsteps – and such footsteps they were. 

I remember the stories you told me as I wander these streets. You explained why you were here. You could have done your military service in England or in France. As you were a French national, you made an active choice to do it in France, but they did their military service at 21 and you were all of 18. 

I remember you telling me how the other men teased you when you arrived because of the copious, nay, voluminous underwear that your mother had sent with your kit to make sure your private parts were kept safe from pressure. The men in your hut were tough lads, older than you, wise to the ways of the world. What a boy you must have seemed to them. 

You said that rules in France are made to be broken. That triggers some thoughts now. You told me how you climbed over the wall to get off the air base to enjoy the delights of Paris. Did it begin then, I wonder? This young man away from home for the first time, handsome in his uniform, did you discover how women were drawn to you then? How easy it was for you? Too easy, perhaps. I had not thought of it before, so young and with Paris at your feet. 

There was that night when you were caught on your way back to the base by an officer when you should not have been out. He piled you and your friends into the back of his car and smuggled you back onto the base. Now that would never happen in England. You would be on short rations for weeks. 

Speaking of rations, you told me about the red wine served with all your meals and how one day, you were asked to put a tube into a keg and suck the wine up to the surface as the level had dropped very low. You did not lower the tube far enough and just sucked and sucked at the wine fumes. Ten minutes later, you were found unconscious, lying flat on your back on the floor; this young man without a head for wine, well, not yet! Such a funny image I see in my mind’s eye, with the older lads laughing and pointing, standing around your prone form.

My favourite story of those days was that one when you were on guard duty at the perimeter of the base, standing tall, standing proud in your uniform, clutching your rifle in your hands, and two men wandered towards you in blue workman’s overalls, berets, a cigarette somehow clutched at the edge of the lips as they talked. They slouched along towards you and you lifted your rifle. Your moment had come. ‘Arrêter qui y va,’ you shouted. They did not even look over but carried on with that shambling gait, moving nearer. ‘Aarrêter qui y va’, you try again, and one of the men glanced towards you as he passed. ‘Bon soir garçon’, he said and they moved on by. Your cheeks were flushed. Embarrassed, you peered around to see if anybody had seen. Nobody, thank goodness. So you watched them amble away and resumed your dutiful, erect, proud stance, your rifle at your shoulder! 

I love the thought of the picture of you in your uniform, so fresh-faced, boyish, with that cheeky half smile facing the camera. No wonder those men did not take you seriously.

Of course, it was not all funny stories, was it? 

No. I also remember how you sounded. Still it caught in your throat when you told me about being part of the guard of honour as they flew in the dead bodies of soldiers being repatriated to France from  the troubles in Algiers. It could have been you. You knew this as you stood trying to look straight ahead, trying to mask the emotion you felt, watching other boys’ bodies being flown in, other mothers’ sons, and  it troubled you. You trembled a little, but you stood firm as they passed along the line of men. Did they  play ‘La Marseillaise’, I wonder? 

You wrote to your father and told him you did not think you could stick it out. He kindly but firmly told you that you had to do your duty as he had done his. 

He had been a pilot in the First World War, winning the Croix de Guerre six times and finally being awarded the Legion D’honneur. You did not know how to live up to that, did you? Known in the Air Force as the son of a great man, inside, you trembled at the thought of the dead boys coming home. 

Time to toughen up or find a way to ease the  pain. Maybe that was it, how life-affirming passion  can be in the face of death. Maybe it would be your turn next to be sent to fight and to die, so blot it out, find a way. 

She emailed me today, Dad. It was such a surprise.  I thought it would have to be me, but she did it, she wants us to meet. It still feels so strange, as if I  have just taken a wrong turn and stepped into someone else’s story. 

I am wondering if it would be easier if it were someone I had never heard of. Do you think? I would have no preconceptions; the sheet would be blank. Or maybe, just maybe, then it would be easier to walk away, refuse to step into this new story – the story you wrote for me without telling me – and exit stage right before the lights went down, leaving me to ad-lib my way through.

Can we build something so late? I mean, I am 57 now, what do you think? 

Did I know you at all, Dad? Did you know about this and keep it from us both all these years? That  is what plagues me, the fact that I will never know.  I will never know if you kept this huge thing from  me, even as I sat with you dying, holding your hand, not a blink, not a stutter, no last-minute confessions, well, not to me. 

I wonder, now, what that priest heard on the stifling June day as he anointed you with holy oil so you could pass on trouble-free. 

I am having to remake you in my mind, Dad. You have become a stranger. 

Is everything I knew about you going to be changed, tarnished in some way? 

It feels like how it would feel to find out your partner has been unfaithful to you; they are not who you thought them to be anymore. But you are my dad, not my partner. Why do I feel you have betrayed me, been unfaithful to me? 

It makes me think about some of your attitudes and the stories you told in a new light. I should have considered it before. Why had I not considered it before?

You talked about all the high-class prostitutes that used to bank at the Credit Lyonnais when you worked there. 

I remember you describing their clothes and how charming they were. There was no censure in your tone; if anything, admiration. I am now considering, Dad, whether this is a normal thing to discuss with your daughter. 

Of course, I do not expect you to be critical of women who have chosen this path, perhaps their only path to earn a living. I am now, in retrospect, a little shocked at your having this discussion with me, your daughter. Dare I even risk wondering if you knew some of these women rather too well? 

Your liberal attitudes to sex were, of course, helpful to me. I remember when I was fourteen, and you  told me that if I wanted to have sex, you would rather  I did it under your roof than on a park bench somewhere. I was a little stunned, as at that age, I was not ready  to embark on such intimacy. But when the time came,  I was always bragging to my friends about how liberal things were at home, and that suited me fine. 

Everything has a price tag, doesn’t it? This gave you free rein, too. At least I could never call you a hypocrite, Dad. You were certainly never that. 

Everyone says, ‘Well, the French, they are just different’. Having a mistress is just what you do. I wonder, is that true? 

When we returned for a visit to our old home in Cornwall after many years away, you said it was painful to return, like meeting up with an old mistress. ‘Why would you want to do that?’ you said. It jarred a little, that expression you used back then, but now, now, I feel a bit more squeamish about it. It was not hyperbole. It was a reality to you, a feeling you knew only too well. 

The problem is that when doubts begin to creep in, they seep into everything. 

I was wondering the other day whether it was wise, when you returned to London from France, to work in the same bank as your father. You just kept trailing behind him. The Credit Lyonnaise, a French Bank in London, your father had a senior role there, didn’t he? Quite a man to live up to, Dad. I think it must have been tough for you; perhaps you should have tried to do something different to really make your mark. Who knows? It is all well in the past now, but maybe that contributed to the man you became.

I remember you saying you used to wear a black cape over your suit to go to work. How flamboyant. No wonder people thought you were gay. But that is one thing, Dad, we know very well you were not! 

I go over and over the stories, looking for the clues that I missed, all the signs that I overlooked, as I loved you so much. 

I realise I have regressed to a seven-year-old child; I can hear it in my tone. I feel as if I am the child who had been the only one so far, and the parents come home carrying a new baby. I feel that mixture of resentment, displacement, but also a little wonder too. 

I am 57, not 7. How can I have these feelings now? It is as if I had been storing them up and hoarding them just for this moment. 

I am not an only child anymore. 

My identity as an only child is etched deep. It has been just me for decades. 

But now I have a little sister, and I am the seven-year-old I was when she was born, unknown to me, jealous and possessive of my dad. 

When this all came out, Mum could sense it, of course, my displacement, my sense of loss of something precious that was mine, and so she showed me pictures of you and I when I was a baby, a toddler, a teenager. Showing them to me like trophies to reassure me, album after album of pictures to make me feel better, to remind me of the life we had led, all that we had shared.

I think nothing broke my heart more than that. Nothing.

That she wanted me to feel ok about it; she wanted to reassure me, like somehow all those good memories had been blotted out, were somehow fake now.

When I stayed with her, she put a photograph in a frame of me in my twenties with you, lounging on the patio, your arm draped over the back of my chair, when I was in my blonde phase. We are both smiling at the camera. She put it on the windowsill to remind me that I have not lost anything. 

Can I do the same for her? What of her memories, her stories? 

I don’t think I want to talk to you anymore, Dad, not for now anyway. The man I loved so much did not exist, and I feel stupid, cheated and lost, you were my anchorage. I still sound like that petulant seven-year-old child. I need to fast forward now and  grow up fast. 

But just as I want to turn away, I find some hidden letters from you, Dad, to a friend, and I am overwhelmed by your sense of humour and your integrity and all that I loved about you. All the good stuff has come flooding back. I thought I had lost you somewhere. (For those not familiar with the politics of the 1970/80s, CND stands for the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. The United States had a nuclear air base at Greenham Common, at which there was a women’s peace camp just outside the perimeter, which was often ridiculed in the mainstream press but became a focus for anti-nuclear protest.)

These were your words:

Kelvin – You mention Greenham Common and your surprise at not spotting Barbara on your tv screen yet. Well, you might actually have spotted Zetta and niece Jane on Easter Thursday and would have certainly identified our car (could you have remembered its appearance?) as it apparently showed up very clearly indeed. Both Helen, Michael and Jane, together with the three of us, are members – I might say passionate members – of CND. On the Thursday in question, I drove Zetta, Jane and a friend of Zetta’s to Greenham Common. I was kindly advised by the ladies present that I should ‘stay out of things if and when it hotted up’ because it is a Woman against the Bomb situation and the mere male must remain an observer (unless he is a policeman, of course). In fact, I found it one of the most moving experiences of my life and have never before experienced such a profound respect for human dignity as I did when watching these brave women in their futile fight for sanity. I’m afraid that the media, as always, has dramatised the odd and the untypical in the Greenham Common scene. Ninety-nine per cent of the women are anything but weirdos or people without respect for others. But you probably realise this anyway. Fortunately, Zetta and Jane escaped arrest – if narrowly – which was a great relief to yours truly. I did not relish having to phone home to advise that these two idiots were ensconced in Newbury Jail whilst I supped the odd beer in the nearest pub. (I would never have dared to go home.)

I have sated myself with memories and stories. I need to deal with the present now. I need to find out about my new little sister. I need to look forward and not look back and find a way to make this right for all of us, those of us left behind, to deal with it. 

I have a sister. Gosh, those words sound so strange upon my lips, upon the page. What is she like? Will we like each other? 

At least she wants to meet me. Can you imagine the pain if she did not? All these years and then a sister who would remain a phantom, a fantasy. It happens. You read about it. But thankfully, that is not part of my story. 

Our story begins now.

			

Chapter two

THE TEST

I used to have a repetitive thought that on the day of my father’s funeral, someone would knock on the door and claim to be my sibling, and it never ended well! 

I have no idea what started this thought. Now, in retrospect, I have to wonder if, as a child, I had overheard a conversation that I could not make sense of at the time. People often discuss things in front of children, thinking they will not hear or even understand what is going on. Children pick up so much more than we think. 

I had decided I wanted to know if I was more Irish or French, just curiosity, nothing more. So, I ordered a DNA test from Ancestry. Several of my friends had done it and seemed very interested in what they had found out. I did the usual spit into the tube, following the directions carefully, and then I went to put it in the post. As I let go of the package into the postbox, just as it dropped from my hand into the big red pillar box, I had a frisson of fear. What if, what if? No, I said to myself, I was just being paranoid. No what-ifs. 

The days and the weeks passed, and I almost forgot about it. Then, one day, the result arrived. Along with the DNA relating to ethnicity, you are asked to give permission for information on shared DNA data with others, something I did without a second thought. When I looked at the results, I found I was more Irish than French, which was much as I had thought. I matched with my father’s cousin, Wendy, so there were no worries there. I was his child, phew. I also matched with my mother’s cousin, Philip, so I was clearly who I thought I was. All good, or so I thought.

My discovery of a sibling did not come from my DNA test result, but from a test my sister had done with a different testing company. Strangely, she did it at exactly the same time as I did mine. I wonder about such synchronicities; we were obviously meant to find each other. 

With my sister’s test, she matched with a cousin of my father, who very quickly realised the implications of this, as he recognised her last name as one of a family friend, and he sent both me and my sister a message explaining what this meant to us. 

I remember that moment clearly. I was on a train to London at the time, as I was meeting my partner and one of her friends for a concert. I read and reread the email. I could not really take it in. I could hardly interpret the words, it seemed so unbelievable. I remember my heart racing and going into a total fight-flight response, but I had nowhere to run! 

When I reached our meeting point in town, I rather anxiously asked if my partner and I could have a few minutes alone, and I showed her the email. She looked at me, eyebrows raised, knowing full well this would lead to all sorts of dramas ahead. 

Having shared the information with someone, I felt calmer and a bit guilty for shutting out one of our friends, so we bought drinks, and I explained to her why I was somewhat agitated when I had arrived and had wanted some time alone. Yet another coincidence ensued, as she, too, had the experience of finding out she had a sister she did not know about through her father. I found this profoundly calming and reassuring. 

She told me how things had unfolded for her: she had become good friends with her sister, she had pictures on her phone, and I was swept up for a few moments in her enthusiasm for her story. I felt less alone with my experience. There was hope for me to get from this initial shock to a place of safety. 

In a way, this experience has informed the writing of this book, as it is not an uncommon experience now with the number of companies doing DNA testing and the proliferation of programmes like Who Do You Think You Are? More people find their story is not quite what it had seemed, yet there is little help there. I had some help in the first hours, and I am sure it made this an easier journey for me.

Our cousin, who had contacted us, did try to be as sensitive as he could, saying that we should not judge our parents as they were only human. We must allow them their mistakes. If he had not introduced us to each other, we would have just carried on as before, in blissful ignorance. This worried him for a while, and I know he wondered if he had made the right decision. 

In those first few moments, I would happily have rewound time and would have liked to unknow it all, going back to the certainty of before. 
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