Five-yoar-old Star

with her family:

locals in their

| Village have held
_meetings to try

1o get her banned

‘WHEN I HEARD THAT A GROUP OF
FELLOW MUMS were holding meetings
about how to keep my five-year-old HIV-
positive daughter from enrolling at the local
school, I was furious. But my husband Ian
and I had known we had a long battle ahead
of us from the moment Star gave us her first
smile. When we embarked on our gruelling
two-year journey to adopt her, we knew these
sorts of prejudices would be a daily fixture.
‘I met Tan in 2002 when he moved in next
door. We quickly fell for each other and
moved in together within weeks. A couple
of months later, I proposed. Like any new
couple, we discussed children. I already had
two from previous relationships — Megan
and Tristan, now 15 and 7 — but I knew
Tan wanted to be a father so assumed we'd
start trying for a baby after the wedding.
When it came to booking a honeymoon,

I felt guilty leaving my children behind
while we lazed around on a beach; instead
we decided to use the time constructively.
After being moved to tears by a documentary
on the plight of African Aids orphans, Ian
and I found a company that organised
working honeymoons at orphanages. Two
days after our wedding in September 2005,
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When Madonna spoke of
the ‘instant bond'’ she felt
with Malawian orphan
Mercy, Natalie Westwell,
33, knew exactly how she
felt. However, the African
daughter Natalie fought
to adopt is HIV-positive.
Here she tells her

moving story..
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‘WILL OUR ADOPTED
DAUGHTER EVER
BE ACCEPTED?

we flew to South Africa to the Makaphutu
Children’s Village near Durban — a small
complex that housed children affected by
HIV. Many had been orphaned or placed in
care because their parents are too ill to cope.
Tragically, many of the children were
infected too and had been sent there to
avoid bringing shame on their families.
While we saw amazing work being done,
we were shocked by the conditions in some
homes. Some toddlers spent all day in their
cots, others lived in filthy, derelict buildings
with basic food and no medication.

‘When we first saw S’bahle — who we later
nicknamed Star — she was lying in her cot
with mites nibbling at her scalp. She was
just 10 months old, but was already one of
the most ill children in the complex. She
didn’t smile or laugh, just stared at us with
these huge brown eyes. I don’t know what
it was about about her, but Ian felt an
instant connection and a few days later I
felt it too. There was no HIV testing at the
orphanage, so we didn’t know if Star had
the virus, but we had to assume the worst:
her mother was dying of AIDS. Every day
we'd make a special effort with her,
stimulate her, take her outside. On the »






