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skin tone. If I'm honest, at birth she
looked like most babies, more like a troll
than me or Paul. There was never any
question as to how | felt, though — she
was my child and I loved her deeply.
Now she’s actually as pale as I am but
has a fabulous head of corkscrew curls.
We chose unusual names for our
children because we felt traditional British
ones wouldn't suit them. But they’re not
Jamaican, either, Imani is named after
a stunning mixed-race singer from New
York, Imani Coppola. Jai is another
spelling of ‘Jay’ — just something I fell in
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‘WHAT WOULD OUR BABIES LOOK LIKE?
DARK LIKE PAUL? LIGHT-SKINNED LIKE ME?
WHOSE HAIR WOULD THEY INHERIT?’

love with. When Jai arrived four years
after, I remember being startled by how
much darker he was than Imani. His
skin was a rich caramel, his eyes black
like Paul’s, yet, unlike Imani, he had
European hair. The first time I held him
I thought he looked Indian and more
definitely non-white than Imani. I recalled
horror stories Paul told me about how as
a child he was chased around southeast
London by skinheads. This made me feel
extremely protective towards my son.
The only negative experience we've
ever had was in 2003 and it wasn't even =
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in the UK. We were travelling around
Mexico by bus and Jai, who was still
a babe in arms, was screaming. Two
soldiers got on to do a spot check and
took our passports. I remember being
incredibly nervous, fearing they thought
we'd kidnapped a Mexican baby. Paul
urged me to breastfeed to prove to them
Jai was mine. It worked.

Today, when friends of Jai’s come
round, all aged under six, they’ll often

JAI'S FRIENDS
OFTEN SAY TO
ME, “HE'S A
DIFFERENT
COLOURTO
YOU.” AND | REPLY,
“YES, HEIS™

say to me, ‘He's a different colour to
you.” And I will reply, “Yes, he is." I think
it's important children know they can
talk openly abour skin colour. But more
often than not they simply don’t give it
a second thought. Jai did go through
a worrying stage when he was convinced
black was bad and white was good. He
thought every cartoon character dressed
in black was evil, while those in white
could do no wrong — which is often the
case in cartoons, unfortunately. Paul and
I showed him a picture of a black boy
and a white boy and asked him which
was better. He pointed to the white boy.

From then on, we have made
a deliberate point of giving our children
lots of positive black imagery. No one
could have been happier than us when
Barack Obama won the US election.
As he was sworn into office, Jai sat on
the living room floor shouting, ‘Mummy,
Mummy, he looks like me!” Now Jai is
thrilled that such a powerful man has
a white mummy and a black
daddy - just as he does.

We've now settled in Devon
and it’s not very multicultural
here. Yet people are very open
and not at all prejudiced.
Imani has never been
teased. Bur the
other day
when a girl
told her she
had a funny
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accent, she responded by saying, ‘Is that
because I'm mixed race?’ It has nothing
to do with that = it’s just that Imani’s
accent sounds more Home Counties
than Devonian. So I cautioned her
against jumping to conclusions abour
people judging her on her colour. It's
part of who she is but there’s so much
more to her than that.

As Imani has grown up, the only real
challenge we’ve faced is looking after her
hair. Now, after years of searching for
the perfect product, we've settled on
some very expensive shampoo. She
spends time each morning combing
water through her curls to bring out her
ringlets. She’s very good at making sure
her hair really is her crowning glory.

We wanted the children to learn about
Paul’s background so in 2007 we
travelled to Kingston, Jamaica, to attend
a wedding. We ate plantain and saw the
cottage where their grandma grew up.
Our children are fascinated by Paul’s
Jamaican background and often beg him
to speak to them in Jamaican patois,
which they find hilarious. Someday

I hope to take them to Scotland to show
them my mum’s birthplace. It’s
important they know about their
ancestry on both sides of the family.

Paul feels strongly that our children
are ‘mixed colour’ not mixed race. He
argues that we're all from England and
have the same English values and
cultural influences. Paul is very laid back
and I get more offended than he does
when people occasionally demand to
know, “Where are you from?' They don’t
like it when he says London and won’t
rest until they've teased out that his
parents came over from Jamaica. But to
me he was born in this country and is
just as British as [ am,

One day, I suppose my children will
inevitably face up to similar questions.
The best thing [ can do for them as
a mother is to teach them to be confident
about who they are and know they are

secure and loved. Luckily, 'm
™. pretty certain that’s exactly
how they feel. 'm
encouraged to hear that
one in 10 families is now
mixed race like ours. It’s
one way of making sure
the world ultimarely
becomes a more varied,
interesting and
- hopefully
- tolerant place. B
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