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For all the love I hold in my heart;


for Jaxon, Keira and Elsie




‘Love is not something we give or get;


it is something that we nurture and grow,


a connection that can only be cultivated


between two people


when it exists


within each one of them – we can only


love others as much as we love ourselves.’


Brené Brown
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Love, courage and small beginnings


In a little cream cottage behind a white picket fence in the small town I’ve called home all thirty-five years of my life, I sit alone. Without the demands of family, the place is quiet, apart from the whir of the washing machine, the tick of a swirling fan, the hum of my computer. Cars speed past on the busy road, and as I glance out of the window marked with sticky fingerprints the sky is awash with grey clouds, a light breeze tickling the weeping bamboo that sways in my garden as if to wave hello. From timber photo frames displayed on the desk, faces smile at me – my husband and our two children – the sweet smell of lilies wafting through the house. I turn towards three vases filled with beautiful bunches of brightly coloured flowers, cards arrayed across the sideboard offering Congratulations and one huge Thank you. I straighten my back, stretch my neck and contemplate the past eleven days.


Eleven days since I gave birth to a baby girl. I think about the decision I made, how the dedication of one year of my life has changed the lives of so many people I now care for very deeply. My heart swells with joy when I think about baby Elsie: those tiny waxy toes, precious hands, that barely there breath, and the smell of her skin I wish I could somehow bottle so I never forget. The way she sucks on her fingers and, when disturbed, puckers those plump, deep pink lips in protest makes me smile now.


Elsie is the result of a decision I made, and she’s exactly what I had hoped for and dreamed of, an idea thrown out into the universe in one giant leap of faith. She’s beautiful, perfect and not mine to keep.


This is my surrogacy story, one of hope, courage, love and, most importantly, trust. A story that started with baby steps, tentative and cautious, and then gained strength and the power to change lives, connect strangers, and form a family where there was once little hope. Just as a baby struggles through their first shaky steps, I struggled, stumbled and fell. But each time I got back up by finding my calming centre and remembering my purpose. I was giving something to a couple who would possibly never otherwise experience parenthood, igniting a light in their hearts that would burn within them forever.


I could be that person.


I could summon that light, bright and powerful.


I could make that difference.
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Decisions, decisions – but what if . . . ?


Offering to be a gestational surrogate wasn’t a decision I took lightly. It wasn’t spur of the moment, or the yearning of a mother whose own family was complete to relive the wonderment of a new life evolving inside her. My reasons ran deeper, coursing through me like a rapid river every time I thought about the longing and grief others must feel if, for whatever reason, they were unable to have children of their own. I felt their pain as if it burned inside me, too. Born of that pain was the resolve to help. Becoming a surrogate was something I could do.


But the decision could not be mine alone. I had a husband and two wonderful, lively children – not to mention my own health – to consider. I also had to think about the child that I’d bring into the world, and about my relationship with that child before and after the birth, and with the intended parents. I dwelled on the dangers, tried to calculate the risks, weighed up the pros and the ever-mounting cons, and examined my own need to be a surrogate. Before me was a growing pile of considerations I’d have to sift through to discover potential threats and disentangle all the what ifs. I had to be sure that surrogacy was a good thing for me and my family, and that my decision was made for the right reasons. But the reality was: how could I know? Never before had I been responsible for carrying a baby that wasn’t my own.


As if the rollercoaster of emotions around a regular pregnancy wasn’t crazy enough, Australia’s sometimes confusing and arduous surrogacy process would undoubtedly add a few more ups and downs. I had to be as certain as possible, prepare myself physically, and believe I could cope emotionally with whatever happened.


In 2013, I celebrated my thirty-third birthday. My biological clock was ticking away, and I’d started to examine my life. My greatest achievements thus far were my own children: Jaxon, then aged four, and Keira, two – my children are my world and as they grow, negotiating life, they are mine to teach, to guide, and hopefully to draw from them the goodness I know resides in their souls. When I became mother to Jaxon I knew I existed for my child, not solely for him, but somehow I felt complete when I first held my baby boy, we were connected, his heartbeat existing in my own. Keira arrived less than two years later and that same warm and fuzzy feeling wrapped around me. Their mops of black hair, pudgy cheeks and the touch of their soft pink skin made me euphoric.


From a young age I knew I’d have children. As a lanky fifteen-year-old I sat cross-legged on my bedroom floor speculating about them. I’d daydreamed, imagining their personalities, their quirks. Even then I felt a strong connection with the little people I hadn’t yet met, as if they were already there in some other realm, waiting for me, waiting for their time. Scribbled into the pages of my journal were promises to my future children. I wrote down how much I already loved them, and even though I didn’t know when our paths would cross, I promised that when the time was right I’d be ready, my arms open and my heart full of love.


Reflecting back on those moments as a teenager, I see now that there was something spiritual – something significantly bigger than me – in my desire to have children, in my sense of purpose. In hindsight, I believe this purpose was to help others have a family, but I couldn’t have truly understood that back then. I only knew one day motherhood would make me feel worthwhile, whole. I’d be important to others – a husband, the children I gave life to – and they would all be ever so important to me.


Over the years, navigating my own motherly journey while ankle deep in toys, washing smelly cloth nappies, tackling prams that refused to cooperate, leafing through copious baby books, and blitzing endless supplies of organic baby food, I had watched the struggles of couples around me desperate to have a baby. Often when they did finally fall pregnant, loss and grief followed. The despair in their faces touched me deeply, urging me to help, even if that just meant offering two-bit advice such as how to track your cycle by the moon or eat for fertility. I lent women fertility books I no longer needed, or directed them to websites, hoping the information would help them claw their way out of the deep hole they found themselves in. And there I was standing on the edge of that hole, shouting down frustrating bits of information, all the while with a kid on each hip, safely on the surface and enjoying motherhood.


After a social occasion with one such couple, I went home, sat on the couch, and stared at my children as they played on the floor with coloured blocks, stacking them up and then giggling as they punched the towers over with tight fists. Joyful and busy clattering filled our house as I studied my children’s features: their audacious smiles, the playful spark in their eyes, the peppering of freckles on Jaxon’s nose, and the chubbiness of Keira’s hands. I asked myself how I’d feel if I’d never had them – couldn’t have them – and my stomach burned with pain. I imagined feeling that same emptiness every day for perhaps years, with no hope, no relief within reach. I folded my arms across my body. The torment of wanting so much to love someone – someone you hadn’t even met – was unfathomable.


There are people who can have children, people who can’t, and people who choose not to. I don’t judge anyone. I only know that my children changed my life. I’m a better person because of them. My children are partly the reason I chose to become a gestational surrogate. I wanted to give a gift, to help someone else realise a dream they might not otherwise have the chance to fulfil. I also wanted to show my children the importance of doing something good for others. Of course, it doesn’t have to be something as extreme as being a surrogate, but I wanted them to know that kindness begets kindness and that if you want to help someone you can always find a way, no matter how large or small your action might be.


The first couple I offered to help in their quest for a child was my good friends Karen and Mark. Falling pregnant and having babies had been so easy for me. Karen and Mark had been trying for years. I wish I’d thought more carefully about it before blurting out over breakfast one morning, laughing, ‘Well, you can borrow my uterus anytime.’


‘Thank you for that,’ Karen said. ‘I don’t think you truly realise what you’re offering.’


Did I? I thought about her reply. Karen’s expression had become one of quiet, contemplative sadness, her arms folding across her chest, and I cringed at my flippant remark.


As I drove home with my family that day I couldn’t stop thinking about my light-hearted suggestion. I glanced back at my children, both sporting red, sweaty faces, their hair stuck to their foreheads after riding scooters all morning around the park adjoining the café. Keira flashed a cheesy smile and Jaxon gulped water noisily from a drink bottle, eyes shut tight. What if I could help one couple have what I had? I’d been lucky, my life full in so many ways. I knew the love of a child and I could offer that gift to someone else. If only I could rewind the café meeting, and make the offer again, but earnestly and without any tinge of complacency.


I decided that that was what I would do. Negotiating that road, however, wasn’t easy. I didn’t want to damage our friendship or take the experience of being pregnant away from Karen at all. I didn’t know what she and Mark were thinking, or what they were prepared to do to have a child. What if they were on the verge of giving up?


After discussing it with my husband, Andrew, I emailed Karen a few days later. Pouring my heart out in writing was easier than talking to her face to face, seeing the sadness in her eyes. In the beginning, our emails flowed back and forth and it seemed surrogacy was a real possibility. Karen explained that they had a lot of investigating to do, talking it over with her doctor, weighing up the costs involved – not only the monetary ones, but the possible emotional burden.


Over time our discussions became more detailed and the idea of what I was offering grew inside me like a flower, my excitement nourishing the bud, helping it blossom. I trawled online for information on procedures, requirements, costs and legalities. On the internet I discovered forums with personal accounts by surrogates: they described the emotional toll and the regrets, but also the profound sense of achievement along with the love and joy they had experienced. I found myself increasingly drawn towards the idea.
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That breakfast in the café with Karen and Mark wasn’t the first time I’d thought about surrogacy. The idea had fascinated me for some time, but I’d simply never contemplated I might get the opportunity. As my own desire to be a surrogate was growing, I’d seen an ABC documentary called Young Surrogates. The three-part series featured three young women in the UK who had chosen to become surrogates. I sat glued to the television in awe of their actions and the outcomes.


Before I’d made my offer to Karen and Mark, I had touched on the topic with Andrew several times; however, I don’t think he ever thought our brief conversations would manifest into real action on my part. Andrew and I are different. He takes everything with a grain of salt, ponders the facts, but never worries himself silly, not like me. He’s a realist, while I’m usually the dreamer with my head in the clouds then I tend to jump straight in – act now and ask questions later. But somewhere during our fifteen years together, Andrew’s analytical approach must have rubbed off on me. As keen as I was to rush into surrogacy, I slowed down, pulled back, and tried to examine my own expectations against the possible reality.


‘So . . . what do you think?’ I asked Andrew after the kids were tucked up in bed. The idea of surrogacy swirled around my head and now that Karen and Mark were making enquiries I had to again broach the topic with my husband. ‘How do you feel about me being a surrogate? Do you have any issues with it?’


Andrew closed the fishing magazine on his lap and turned his attention to me. ‘I have concerns,’ he said. Of course, I knew he would. ‘Like, what if something goes wrong? What if something happens to you?’ He shifted to face me, his brow creased in worry.


‘But you know me,’ I replied. ‘I try not to dwell on negative things like that. Focus on the outcome you want and that’s what you’ll get, most of the time. I’ve had two good pregnancies and two amazing births with our own kids. Why would it be any different in this situation?’


My pregnancies had both been enjoyable, apart from the first trimester, when sporadic nausea had struck and extreme tiredness made me a walking zombie. But both times, once the fourteenth week passed I felt more alive than ever. That feeling had carried through until the day I gave birth. Before my first birth I was nervous, as any expecting mother would be, so Andrew and I had prepared ourselves by attending a two-day calm birthing course, run by Marg, a wonderful midwife and instructor for Calmbirth. A short woman with grey hair, Marg was quiet, humble and friendly. She had a no-nonsense air and encouraged women to be guided by their own bodies during childbirth and stand up for what they believed was right for them at the time. In her rambling timber cottage tucked away on a sweeping rural property, Marg had made us comfortable while explaining to Andrew and me the inner workings of the female body during birth: the way the uterus contracts in waves, and the benefits of deep intentional breathing. The Calmbirth motto, ‘Fear equals tension equals pain’, resonated with me. Marg told us that the moment when a woman transitions – the last stage of active labour before pushing begins – is usually the point when she looks around with wild eyes and says, ‘I can’t do this.’ ‘The female body is designed to give birth,’ Marg had said. ‘You just have to relax. I know that sounds strange, but you must breathe. So Andrew, when Shannon says she can’t go on, you’ll know what that means, right? Baby’ll be born very soon.’ She winked. I left the course that weekend empowered and in awe of the female anatomy.


Jaxon’s birth, in July 2009 was intense, but I was determined not to let fear overtake my thoughts, and I breathed so strongly and consistently for the duration of the labour that my nose bled. I had opted for a natural water birth and after seven hours – moments after I told Andrew I couldn’t go on any longer – our son arrived. When the midwife placed Jaxon on my belly, that scared first-time mother was suddenly transformed into Superwoman; I felt as though I could do absolutely anything. As I gazed down at our baby, his eyelids sealed, skin wrinkled, his long fingers searching for something to grip, I was gobsmacked at what my husband and I had created. Here was a little person lying in the safety of my arms, needing my love, needing a mother. I saw things differently, as if a new world lay before me, the old world ceasing to exist. As I panted and shook with exhaustion, I realised that the baby resting on my chest was no longer the imaginings of a teenage girl with a dream. I had become a mother, and the achievement and relief of birth were bundled up inside me like a present. As Andrew squeezed my hand and bit his bottom lip, I knew that our lives would never be the same again. We had moved beyond ‘just us’, ready to give this new and hopeful love that unfolded inside us to our son.


Thirty minutes later, after plenty of skin-to-skin bonding between me and Jaxon, one of the midwives placed my baby boy on the scales, the other padding across the floor to see the result, both of them chortling.


‘You were born to birth babies, Shannon! He’s nine pounds fourteen ounces, and you made that look effortless,’ said Julie, grabbing a pen from the bench to note down the weight. At 4.48 kilograms, Jaxon was a very big baby!


Twenty-one months later, after days and days in which we wondered when she would come, Miss Keira decided to arrive on her due date. I’d taken walks, eaten spicy food, drunk many cups of raspberry leaf tea and had sex, trying everything I knew to bring on labour. On the day she was due, frustrated with the wait and more than ready, I sat on my bed to rest while Jaxon napped after lunch, when I had an epiphany. This was Keira’s journey, I realised, and it would be her choice when she would be born, not mine. As a parent there are so many humbling moments, like when you realise for the first time that life isn’t solely about you anymore, it’s about your children, their lives and how, as a parent you can enrich them and help them to stand alone, their lives intertwining with yours but never truly becoming one.


I rubbed my belly and spoke to my daughter out loud. ‘I’m not trying to rush you, my girl,’ I said. ‘This is your journey, not mine, so you’ll decide when it’s time to come out. I’m happy to wait and I’m handing things over to you now.’


When I woke from my nap that day, I found my pants soaked. Bewildered, I thought I’d wet myself, before realising that my waters had broken. My daughter had listened to my words; I’m guessing she’d sensed I’d let go.


Keira’s birth was even quicker than Jaxon’s. After the midwife examined me at the hospital I was told, ‘Only three centimetres dilated. It’ll be hours.’ So I hopped into the shower in the birthing suite, let the warm water soothe me and rolled my forehead back and forth across the tiles on the wall. I swayed my hips and experienced strong, close contractions. I don’t know where I went in my mind under that shower, I honestly can’t tell you, but within forty-five minutes I was yelling at my husband, ‘I need to push, now!’ With that, Andrew ran out of the bathroom to find a midwife.


‘I don’t think you’ll be ready to push just yet,’ the midwife said casually, walking into the room. But after a quick examination her eyes widened and she motioned for me to get into the bath. Like her big brother’s, Keira’s was a natural water birth. And she was even bigger than Jaxon, weighing ten pounds five ounces (4.54 kilograms); once again the midwives told me I was born to birth babies.


Two years later, sitting in our bed, my husband’s fishing magazine still closed on his lap, I talked about doing what I do so well and hoped my husband would agree. Andrew knew me. He knew that when my heart was set on something I was hard to sway. Fortunately, he seemed to find my stubbornness endearing.


‘Okay.’ He shrugged and shot me a reassuring look. ‘If this is truly something you want to do I’ll support you all the way. I just don’t want anything to happen to you.’


I kissed his cheek. I knew that if I had Andrew’s support and my family’s love, I could do anything.


I grinned. ‘Nothing’s going to happen to me. I was born to birth babies, remember?’
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Open heart, open eyes


Karen and Mark eventually decided against surrogacy to fulfil their dream of having a family. Although I was disappointed, of course I understood: there were large costs involved, lots of uncertainty, and the process documented online sounded long and daunting. I had to respect their decision; they were on their own journey. Still, I was more determined than ever to find a couple to help. However, living in a small town on the mid north coast of New South Wales meant I had limited options and contacts. I had a gift to give and no potential recipients among family or immediate friends.


During the day, with Jaxon and Keira in care, and Andrew at work, I spent time researching online. As an aspiring writer with a 100,000 word fiction manuscript in draft form, my precious computer time alone should have been spent editing my novel, but I was too caught up in thoughts of surrogacy to focus on anything else. I stumbled upon a website called Surrogacy Sisters. Scrolling through the long list of Australians seeking a surrogate, I became saddened and overwhelmed. In front of me were more than fifty names – couples and singles interested in finding a surrogate to help them – and this was just one website. So many hopes, so many dreams laid bare for anyone to see, people desperate, taking a chance at heartache or jubilation. I sat back, imagining the courage these people needed to keep going with their aspirations for a family. Then I straightened up and scanned down the names, choosing two couples to contact. I typed an email to each, from a new email account I’d set up as a precaution, explaining that I was willing to discuss a possible surrogacy arrangement with them. As I clicked send, my heart raced. I knew I might not receive a reply, but I had to try.
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A few weeks later, Karen contacted me, asking if she could come over; she said she had something she wanted to talk about.


What could it be? Had Karen changed her mind, decided she did need my help? I clutched my phone, pacing the kitchen, then glanced at the clock on the wall. Karen was on her way. I scurried to the lounge room, straightened cushions, picked up Lego pieces and headless dolls, brushed crumbs off the coffee table and lit a perfumed candle, all the while asking myself the same question again and again: could this be the start of my surrogacy journey?


I’d had no reply from either couple I contacted online. I checked my email every day without fail, and each day I felt a little more disappointed. When I’d expressed that disappointment to a friend in Sydney, she told me she knew of a gay male couple living near the Blue Mountains who were potentially heading towards surrogacy. She reminded me we’d actually met the couple at a party – it was the briefest introduction, just stopping to nod and shake hands before we moved on. She told me she’d ask them and get back to me, but reiterated she was very busy at work so it wouldn’t happen straight away. Now, flicking the switch on the kettle, lifting two mugs down from the shelf, I told myself that maybe all those other possible contacts were just leading me to this moment with Karen.


A loud knock and my pulse fired. I tucked loose strands of hair behind my ears and walked to the front door. ‘Hello,’ I said, opening the door to find Karen standing there with a nervous smile on her face. ‘Come in, come in.’


Karen stepped inside. As we hugged, I realised that she seemed taller somehow, stronger. She carried herself differently.


‘You look amazing. How are you?’ I said, ushering her through to the kitchen.


‘I’m good, really good actually.’ Karen glanced around the room. ‘Where are the kids?’


‘Day-care today, a writing day for me but I’m happy for the visit.’


I made the tea and we sat down in the lounge, placing our mugs on the coffee table, Karen readjusting her bag on the floor. A silence grew between us.


‘So, what’s up?’ I said. ‘You wanted to discuss something with me? I’m intrigued.’


Karen cleared her throat, her cheeks flushing pink. ‘Yes, I have some news.’ She drew breath, pursed her lips to hide her smile. ‘I’m . . . I’m pregnant.’


A frenzy of joy burst inside me, my skin tingling as tears stung my eyes. ‘Oh my . . . that is just the best news, Karen!’


Karen’s eyes welled up too, her fingers hovering over her lips. ‘It’s only very early, very – but after everything you offered us, I just had to come and tell you.’


I shook my head and wiped my eyes. ‘I’m just so happy for you. You didn’t need me, you could do it on your own – you just had to let go.’


Karen nodded, a proud grin spreading across her face, a tear rolling down her cheek. ‘Somehow it feels different this time, something’s shifted. I feel like this is it. This is the one.’


As I waved goodbye to Karen from my front verandah that day, I wanted to jump up and down with happiness. My friend was doing it herself, and yes, there was something different about her this time. It was still a delicate path after all she’d been through, but this new pregnancy was her chance for a family. I knew that the happiness I now felt for Karen was the same kind I could also feel for another couple, a couple I could help.


A few days later my Sydney friend sent me a text message with the names and email address of the male couple who were about to start looking into surrogacy. I stared at the message, reread their names: Jon and Justin. I was waiting for my body to alert me to danger, for my gut to tell me it wasn’t right. I felt the opposite. Instead, even with the little information I had, there grew the faint beginnings of excitement, eagerness, as if I was being urged by a higher consciousness to contact these men.


However, trying to overcome my natural tendency to rush in to things, I decided to move cautiously for now. I used the new email address I’d set up, a generic one without my last name so there’d be no connection to my family. The precaution felt over the top, but I didn’t really know the people I was contacting. I decided to be careful until I had gained a sense of their intentions and knew for sure that they were genuine. I logged into my new account and composed a brief email, an offer to begin a discussion about a possible surrogacy arrangement. My fingers quivered as I clicked send, my email whisking away to Jon and Justin, whizzing through cables. I pushed my chair back from the computer, the legs scraping over the timber floor, and there I sat for a moment, listening to the monotonous tick of the clock on the kitchen wall as if my ears deceived me, for time felt as though it had stood still.


From the comfort and familiarity of my own lounge room I had leapt off a cliff into unknown territory, trusting that the universe would guide me to the perfect couple. Now I had to let go of all the what ifs that played over and over in my mind and trust in the process – trust that I was doing the right thing.
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Hello, nice to meet you. Yes, I’ll have your baby!


All my life I’ve been impatient, wanting everything to happen yesterday. Keen to experience new and different things, I could never sit still for long. It was as if I knew that life was too short and I had to stuff it with so many things just to feel accomplished, satisfied.


For days I constantly checked my emails, hoping for a response from one of the couples I’d contacted; in my heart I really wanted a reply from Jon and Justin. But each time I logged into my mailbox, anticipation would bubble up and crescendo, only to come crashing down when I found nothing but junk mail from one business or another.


Then, days later, there between advertisements for a sale on last season’s fashion range and the latest state-of-the-art exercise equipment was an email, the subject heading in bold black letters – Surrogate Search. I had to look away for a few moments, suspended in excitement, before I opened it. The email was concise – skeletal, in fact. Jon and Justin were interested in talking to me and had heard about me through our mutual friend, but they wanted to meet face to face in Sydney for a coffee. Problem: I was over six hours’ drive north of Sydney. Meeting wasn’t going to be that easy. As I read their words again, uncertainty stalked my mind, mingling with an excited buzz.


I took a breath, straightened the keyboard in front of me and typed fast, explaining my location and telling them why I wanted to be a surrogate. It felt strange to be divulging such information to two men I only knew by their first names. I tried to keep my ramblings short, offering brief details on who I was, my health and my previous pregnancies. I pressed send and a flurry of happiness surged through me once more. I had a feeling about them deep in my gut, an inner confidence, and once I read their reply email a few days later I knew it was right.


I learned that Jon was a law enforcement officer working in Sydney and Justin owned a beauty salon with a business partner and also taught people to ride horses on their fifteen-acre property. They had been together eight years. Although Australian laws currently refuse to recognise gay marriage, they had shared a commitment ceremony with family and friends to declare their love for each other. They first looked into fostering a child as they had friends doing the same but felt if a circumstance beyond their control forced them to return the child they’d be left heartbroken. They had also considered adoption, but with the process in Australia drawn out over many years they didn’t feel that they could wait that long and after further investigation their sexuality made it more difficult. It seemed surrogacy was the perfect option and after speaking with family and receiving their support they approached a few close friends, asking if they’d consider being their surrogate mother, however no one felt they could give up a child they had carried. Jon and Justin then decided they needed to find a woman who already had a family; they just didn’t know where and how they could find one.


‘So,’ I said to Andrew as I stood in the kitchen that night preparing dinner, ‘what do you think about me helping a gay couple to have a baby?’


Andrew remained silent, so I kept talking, telling him everything I knew – their names, what they did for a living, how long they’d been a couple – and jogged his memory about the party where we’d met them. I dashed to the computer, sliding the mouse over the desk to bring the screen to life before showing him their emails so he could see for himself.


I stood, faced my husband. ‘They’re just two guys who want to be dads, just like you. Imagine if you couldn’t be a dad.’


Andrew grabbed my hands, looking into my eyes. ‘They seem like nice people, but maybe we need to get to know these guys first, make sure it’s the right decision. And what about the egg? Where does that come from?’


‘I agree we’re in no rush, so let’s just see how it pans out. As for the egg, at this stage I’m not entirely sure. We haven’t got that far in our conversation yet, but I’ve thought about it and I don’t feel comfortable using my own eggs. That means they would have to be donated.’
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Over the weeks that followed, the emails between me and Jon and Justin increased in length and frequency. We were getting to know each other and that required details. Photos followed. I told them more about myself and my work history, including that I’d dabbled in professional modelling for some years. I told them of our travels prior to having a family, living in London – me temping at KPMG as a personal assistant and Andrew working as a pastry chef at the Dorchester Hotel – and how travelling around the world had been a passion then, and still was. I talked briefly about Jaxon and Keira, and about my small home town where life revolved around the ocean, spending summers on the beach, sandy and sun-kissed, and how Andrew lived for fishing and surfing and was teaching me to catch snapper and stand up on a Mal surfboard – though not at the same time!


The boys – as I had already started to call them – attached photos of themselves with their nephews, and some from the day of their commitment ceremony. I saw the love in their faces, and their affection for their nephews. I could picture them with their own children, and I knew that I could help them make that picture a reality. Jon and Justin were just two people who wanted to be dads, and in my mind they deserved that right. In emails they’d told me about previous offers they’d received through a website they had joined, women from as far away as Romania willing to come to Australia with their own family and live here while the pregnancy took its course, but only as long as the boys paid for everything. Other surrogacy offers from overseas asked for money in exchange. Going overseas to find a surrogate was never an option with their work commitments and the horses they looked after. Given their experiences so far, it was no wonder Jon and Justin had possible reservations about me. I offered to meet them on the June 2013 long weekend so that we could discuss things in person.


Justin rang to confirm the details of our meeting, and my hand shook as I held the phone. Andrew leaned in and listened to the conversation, a nervous grin on his face. Over the thudding of my heartbeat in my ears and the occasional shriek of laughter from my kids at the other end of the house, I listened to Justin’s animated voice.


‘You’re amazing, Shannon,’ he was saying. ‘Thank you so much. We can’t wait to meet you and your family.’


‘You’re so welcome. I can’t wait to meet you both too and start this journey. It’s very exciting!’ I replied as Andrew squeezed my hand, moving closer.


The plans were made. I hung up, breathing deeply, my chest rising as I looked at Andrew.


‘We’re doing it. We’re really doing it. We’ve found someone to help,’ he said, pulling me into his embrace.


I smiled into my husband’s shoulder, trying to hold back the tears of joy welling in my eyes. ‘Yes, we are. We are doing it. Thank you, babe. Thank you for supporting me in this decision.’ I kissed his lips. ‘I love you.’


We’d arranged to meet Jon and Justin about an hour south of us, in a sleepy seaside village where Andrew’s parents lived. The boys would drive up from Sydney and we’d drive down and leave the children with Andrew’s parents, while we went out for lunch to get to know each other.


Even before we met, there was more good news. Andrew and I were relieved and delighted to hear that Jon’s best friend’s wife, Sereena, had offered to donate her eggs. Over dinner with Sereena and Tymon one night, Jon and Justin had shared the news about Andrew and me and what we were offering. A few days later, Sereena had telephoned them and offered the beautiful gift of her eggs to complete the picture. Jon and Justin were thrilled. Sereena was apparently healthy, fit, intelligent and gorgeous. The boys were one step closer to realising their dream of having a baby. For me, knowing that they had such wonderful, supportive friends was a big plus. Jon and Tymon had been best friends from the age of eight, living close to each other, in the same grade at school, and spending weekends and holidays together, including a six-week expedition across outback Australia with Jon’s parents. Jon and Justin had discussed their dreams of a family often with Tymon and Sereena long before they met me, so once I was on the scene as the potential surrogate there was only one thing missing. Sereena had now provided that missing link.
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As we drove down to meet the boys, I shifted in my seat, nervous and elated in equal measure. With both the children in the back of the car, buckled into their child restraints, I told them about Jon and Justin and how Mummy and Daddy were going to meet them and chat. Earlier in the week I had sat down with my son, weeks away from turning four at the time, and asked him what he thought about me helping someone to have a baby, someone who couldn’t grow a baby themselves. I had been concerned about how he would take the news. How much would he understand?


His little mind ticked over like it always did, his button nose screwed up and then he asked, ‘Why can’t they have a baby?’


‘Well, because only ladies can grow babies in their tummies, and this couple that Mummy has met are two men who love each other very much and want a family. But they can’t grow a baby so they need a lady to help them. Is it okay if Mummy helps them?’


‘Yeah.’ He nodded.


‘It won’t be my baby, though, honey. It won’t be ours. It’ll be Jon and Justin’s baby,’ I told him, rubbing his back.


‘Okay.’ His gaze searched the blue sky outside the window. ‘Mum, when can we go to the park again?’


I smiled. Maybe it was too soon to try to explain the situation to him. After all, how could he understand? He was so young.


Andrew parked the car outside his parents’ house. I’d been messaging Jon and Justin on the way down, giving them directions. Knowing they’d be arriving soon made my palms sticky with sweat and whatever it was I’d wiped off Keira’s hands before getting out of the car. I wanted to like Jon and Justin, but more than that I wanted them to like me and my family, and to think that I was a suitable candidate: respectable, loyal, trustworthy – and good enough to grow them a baby. I wanted them to know I wouldn’t be asking for anything in return for helping them achieve their dream of becoming parents – no money, no gifts, nothing other than what Australian surrogacy laws permitted.


While the kids rummaged through boxes of toys their grandmother had readied for them, I sat with Andrew and his parents at the dining table, constantly glancing out the window, watching for a car. When a Nissan four-wheel drive pulled into the driveway, my heart seemed to shudder in my chest. Too edgy to sit still, I stood up, smoothed down my dress and shot a nervous glance at Andrew. He raised his eyebrows and accompanied me to the front door, encouraging me to breathe as I made my way across the courtyard and through the gate to find the boys stepping out of their car. I recognised them both from their photos.


‘Hello, you found us,’ I said, and laughed, stepping forward and hugging Jon awkwardly while Justin walked around the back of the car towards me. My second hug wasn’t much better, and as I pulled away from Justin I scanned the grass at my feet, trying to think of something sensible to say.


Andrew came up from behind me and shook their hands vigorously. Jon was tall and towered over us both. His short, dark brown hair and brown eyes framed by long lashes and thick dark eyebrows made me think he was Italian in origin. Justin was about my height and had piercing blue eyes and sandy-coloured hair with a slight curl.


‘Um, do you want to come inside and meet Andrew’s parents?’ I asked. ‘Oh, and the kids?’


We led Jon and Justin inside, where I introduced them to David and Kay, and then took them into the room where the kids were busy with their heads down pushing toy cars along the floorboards.


‘Jaxon, would you like to meet Jon and Justin?’ I said, taking his tiny hand in mine.


He stood up and stared at one then the other, summing them up. ‘Hi.’


Jon and Justin greeted him with friendly smiles and I asked Keira to come over. She hid behind my legs, a little frightened of strangers. I didn’t push her, just cupped the back of her head in my hand, letting her be.


Kay broke the latest awkward silence when she popped her head around the doorway and asked if anyone wanted a cup of tea or coffee. Jon and Justin declined, so I glanced at them and said, ‘Should we go to lunch, then?’
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Sitting in the back of Jon and Justin’s car, I held Andrew’s hand and asked them about their trip up the coast. As they answered, I scanned the car. The interior was spotless and void of anything personal, apart from a pair of shoes in the back. I noted how Jon drove carefully around corners and how he and Justin spoke to each other, and I found it hard to picture Jon in his line of work as a law enforcement officer. My first impression of him was of a soft and gentle man. Justin, more flamboyant, spoke with such enthusiasm he made me laugh. I could imagine him, all flair and charm, guiding young girls on horses, correcting their posture.


Andrew suggested that before lunch we show them some of the sights of the town where he’d grown up. We stopped at the beach, watching surfers bobbing beyond the waves waiting for the set, and we pointed out the house on the headland where Andrew’s father’s family had lived. Then we went to the lookout with its view down to the wide turquoise mouth of the river where it snaked inland, twisting through banks of mangroves. Even in the middle of winter it was stunning, and we explained how we’d spent many a day there fishing with Andrew’s father in his tinny.


After arriving at the tavern, we grabbed a table for four on the balcony that overlooked the river’s mouth. By now I was feeling more at ease: the boys seemed friendly, kind and courteous, just two normal guys about to embark on an extraordinary journey. Still, as I glanced over the menu, almost hiding behind it, I wondered what they thought of me. I knew this meeting would involve some big questions, ones that had to be answered before we could go any further. I smiled nervously as I caught Jon sending me a fleeting look of curiosity.


‘Well, I think I’m going to have the flathead and salad,’ I said, slapping my menu down.


Andrew sat back in his chair. ‘Sounds good, I’ll have that too.’


After ordering the meals, we sat with a drink. Silence ensued. I grabbed my cardigan and wrapped it tightly around me, clearing my throat. I took a deep breath and said, ‘I guess we’d better get started with the questions we have for each other.’


Jon and Justin braced themselves as Andrew and I asked some of the questions that had been on our minds since that first email.


‘So, what do you imagine our relationship to be like after the birth? What are your expectations?’ I asked.


‘Well,’ Jon said, shifting in his chair, ‘we’d hope that your family would be involved as much as you’re willing. We’d want you all to be part of our lives and for our child to grow up knowing who you all are.’


I nodded, sent a quick glance at Andrew. ‘That sounds great, I guess. Andrew and I aren’t doing this on a whim, we want a relationship with you and the child in the future. We want to know that you’d be there for us as much as we will be there for you.’


Jon blinked, ‘Of course. We couldn’t imagine going through such an experience and then never seeing or contacting you again. We want our baby to have a relationship with your family.’


I smiled, reflecting on the words and said, ‘This might be jumping the gun, but are you hoping for just one child? Or would you like another?’


Justin glanced at Jon, his gaze finally settling on me. ‘Ideally we’d love two.’ His blue eyes cast downwards. ‘But we feel selfish for even thinking that when other couples can’t even have one.’


I pondered the idea, understanding they could both have a biological child of their own if they had the opportunity to have two children. It would mean two pregnancies and births and Andrew and I had discussed the idea before the meeting. ‘I’m not promising anything,’ I said, ‘and we need to see how things pan out with this pregnancy and birth first, but if it all goes well it could be a possibility.’


The boys smiled humbly and then it was their turn to ask questions. ‘Do you want more children of your own?’ Jon said, his eyes moving from me to Andrew.


I sat forward, reaching to wipe the condensation from my glass; not to stall, but to ensure that I got my words right. ‘No, we’re done. We have two beautiful kids and we’re very happy. I don’t think I could offer what I’m offering if I wanted more children of my own. That would be too confusing.’


‘So, what if there was a chance you wanted to keep the baby?’ Justin queried.


Of course I’d considered this, but the question was somehow different when asked by the two people whose happiness would depend on my answer. I had to be honest and I had to make my intentions clear before we went any further. But, what if I did want to keep the baby? I’d never been a surrogate. How could I know for sure how I was going to feel when I was pregnant, or after the baby was born?


I breathed out and shook my head. ‘I can tell you now, if I wanted another baby I would have one with my husband. So my intention is that I’m not going to say I want the baby. But of course I don’t know for sure how I will feel, all I know is I’m offering a gift. I’m doing this for you, not for me, and if we go ahead with this surrogacy, the baby is not mine to keep. That’s what I feel even with the uncertainty of what we’re about to do.’


They smiled, and I saw the relief in their eyes.


‘Now I have another question for you both,’ I said. ‘What if the baby is born with a disability or something wrong? Will you turn around and say that you don’t want the baby? Will you walk away and leave me with the child?’


Justin sat forward. ‘We wouldn’t do that. He or she will be ours and we’ll love the child no matter what.’


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘But what if you broke up while I was pregnant, or one of you died in an accident? What would happen to the child then?’


‘Obviously we’d still take the child,’ he insisted. ‘We’d never leave you with the baby under any circumstances. We’re both committed to having a family, we’d never abandon our baby.’


The expression on Justin’s face pulled at my heartstrings. Both of them genuinely wanted a baby, a child to call their own. I saw it in their eyes, in the way they moved their hands; their words were sincere, and they spoke with conviction. Only then did I understand that this was where trust and hope came into the equation, on both sides. They had to have faith in me too. They had so much to lose: money, time, and above all the result of a collective love – Sereena’s eggs. Under Australian law I could refuse to hand over the baby and there was nothing they could do. As the birth mother I would have an automatic claim on that child. My name would be on the birth certificate and I could take the baby home when I left the hospital and raise it as my own. That was the risk they were taking – trusting me to stick to my word.


The most important message to deliver right now was that my keeping the baby was not in the realms of possibility. I was already imagining how, having just given birth, panting and sweaty, I’d happily watch them both holding their child in their arms, their eyes full of love. Their world would change at that moment and I would be a witness to two becoming three, a family. The image made me teary, and I said, ‘I can safely say I don’t want another child. This is my gift to you. I want to help you and I promise, I’m sure, I’d never take the baby.’


Most of the heavy questions had been laid out on the table and dealt with, with one exception. I had to know that they could care for the child financially, so I asked, as politely as possible, about finances and the security of their jobs, their home situation, and any extended family, like grandparents. While I couldn’t control what happened to the baby, I did hope for a good home life for the child I would bear; to know that he or she would be born into a family with solid foundations, and surrounded by supportive people, both family and friends, who loved each other.


Jon laughed at my steady line of questioning. ‘My mother, Annette, has been very encouraging,’ he said. ‘She thinks surrogacy is a good option for us.’


‘So, the grandparents will be part of this child’s life?’


‘Oh yes, very much so,’ said Justin. ‘Both sets of grandparents live about thirty minutes away.’


A picture had started to form in my head, one that made me happy, satisfied. My gut feeling was that these were good, wholesome, genuine people whom fate had sent our way. They had held the same jobs for many years, were sensible with their finances and had saved some money to start a family, however that was going to happen, according to Jon.


By the end of lunch, the four of us were laughing and joking and very relaxed, as if we’d known each other for a long time. There was an unspoken sense of finality between us. We were happy with each other and ready to proceed. No one was weird, rude or evasive. We were four regular, stable people who were going to make a baby.


Justin flopped back in his chair, rolled his eyes and laughed. ‘Thank God you’re both normal. That’s such a huge relief.’


I glanced at Andrew’s smiling face and chuckled. ‘We feel exactly the same way about you guys, don’t you worry. We didn’t know what we were going to get. But I can safely say that Andrew and I are happy to help you and I’m very excited and grateful to be on this journey with you all.’


As we left the tavern, I asked Andrew to take a picture of me with Jon and Justin. ‘This’ll be our first photo. One we can all look back on knowing that today was the start of our journey together.’


Even then I knew that the people in the picture taken on that sunny day in June would be so different to the people after the birth. We would have grown and changed together, and looking back on that photo in years to come would give us all such pleasure and a huge sense of achievement. From humble beginnings, when the baby we all dreamed about was just that – a dream – we would look at that photo in awe at the decision we made on 9 June 2013.


The boys drove us back to Andrew’s parents’ house, where we said goodbye. Jon said that he would be in touch with details of the first steps in the process: counselling, legal arrangements, and appointments at the IVF clinic. We’d each done our own research online so we all had a rough idea of what would be involved.


‘So lovely to finally meet you,’ I said as I hugged them both. A decision had been made, and I couldn’t have been happier. Today was the start of something, and while the path ahead was unknown, I already knew that the reward at the end for us all would be far greater than anything I could ever imagine.


‘Thank you so much. You guys are fantastic,’ Justin said, beaming as he shook Andrew’s hand.


As we stepped back and watched their car pull out of the driveway, Andrew put his arm around me, tucking me under his shoulder. I leaned into him, comfortable and content, and blew the boys a kiss as they drove off. Then I hugged my husband. Standing together on the grass under the thick branches of the African tulip tree, there was no need for words. I rested my chin on his shoulder, closed my eyes and breathed in his aftershave, taking pleasure in the stillness of the moment. I knew that together we’d made the right decision to help two caring, deserving people.
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Mothers, mates and marathons


‘You’re going to do what?’ My mother let her coffee cup clunk back onto the saucer. ‘A surrogate?’


‘I’ve met a lovely couple from Sydney – Jon and Justin. I’m going to help them have a baby.’


‘But how? How did you meet them?’


Should I tell my mother the whole truth? I shrugged my shoulders and grinned. ‘A mutual friend told us about them, so I emailed.’


‘Oh, right.’ Mum sipped her coffee, her narrowing, grey-blue eyes still fixed on me.


I had never discussed the idea of surrogacy with my mother. I could understand that she was worried about me, her eldest daughter. Maybe I’d feel the same if Keira came to me one day and announced that she was doing something that would put her life and health at risk. Like Andrew, Mum just wanted to know that no harm would come to me. She was no doubt scared I’d be used, abused or taken for granted, and she needed reassurance that the journey would leave me better rather than worse off.


If anyone knows me well it’s my mother. Pragmatic, she leads by example, and throughout my childhood she taught me strength, resilience and the ethos of hard work. She kept our family unit of five going when Dad was out of building work, kept me, my sister and little brother fed, clothed, tidy and respectable while running the award-winning vocational training college that she and a business partner had built from the ground up. Even though my mother had limited time to spend with us – she was, in a sense, the steady breadwinner – I knew that her children were the reason she did what she did, and that she worked so hard in order to give us a better life. Mum had so much on her plate managing a successful business for twenty-five years, a family and later, the breakdown of her marriage to Dad, and it was something I only really grasped when I was overwhelmed with caring for my own young family. Often I’d think about ringing Mum to thank her for all she’d done for me, all she had sacrificed for the love of her three children. I benefited from having a strong female role model in my life: from her example I came to understand that if I wanted something I had to go out and get it. Nothing worthwhile comes by sitting back and waiting. I had to step out into the world and grab onto what I wanted with both hands. That knowledge had helped me believe I could do whatever I put my mind to, such as being a gestational surrogate. I just had to be strong and believe in myself.


‘It’s okay, Mum. Really, they’re lovely people. I’m sure you’ll meet them one day. Jon’s in law enforcement and Justin owns a beauty salon and teaches people to ride horses.’


A half-smile tugged at her lips. ‘If I know anything, it’s that you’ll do what you put your mind to. Just be careful, that’s all I’m getting at.’


‘I take after you, Mum.’ I grinned, shaking my head. ‘You raised me to make good choices. I promise, I’ll be fine.’


Informing my father of my decision was a little more difficult. Over the years his health had deteriorated – particularly after the divorce from Mum. A later diagnosis of vascular dementia often robbed him of short-term memory and he moved into a nursing home. Our relationship has never been close, even as a child, and as I told him of my plans he showed minimal interest. Unsure of what to say, he sipped his coffee and gazed out over the café I’d taken him to for lunch, his eyebrows raised, eyes vacant.


Telling other family and my friends about my decision to become a surrogate brought mixed reactions. Some people were stunned by the news, falling quiet, even looking at me strangely, as if the decision defined me in some way, making me suddenly different. Others were overjoyed, their eyes lighting up when I told them.
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