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This isn’t your average romcom...
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Thank you for buying my book and joining me on this author adventure. As a token of my appreciation, I’d love to give you more... so read on to the end for how you can be a part of this very unique series.      
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Dedication
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To my wonderful advanced readers, who build me up and amplify my words. With all due bias, you are the best.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


27th April, A photo shoot
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“You see, mum, your baby is not going to look back at that photo and say ‘look at my mum’s bushy eyebrows’. She won’t think that mum didn’t take care of herself. Or she’s got dry skin. Greasy hair. Or she needs to drink more water. She’s not going to feel embarrassed looking back at the photo and wondering why her mummy didn’t bother to put on a nice top. She won’t notice the oil stain on your white shirt, or your dark circles. She won’t notice any of that. What she will notice is that she is in the photo with you. Because when you’re not around, love, this photo will be the only thing she’s got left of you. These images will be her only memory. As for you, dad, your daughter is not going to care that daddy didn’t have any hair. She won’t be bothered about that paunch. I saw you trying to hold it in while you were posing for the family shot. She’d rather have the memory of a chubby dad, than no dad at all. And that’s what I tell all my clients. With every single family I’ve photographed, it’s usually the mum that’s never been happy with the end result. They’ve loved the children’s photos but they’ve hated the shots of themselves. Here is another example... look at this mother and daughter. The mum, Seema, I think her name was, she couldn’t stand that photo. Honestly, she couldn’t bear to look at it. She was so determined that she was only going to buy photos of the baby. I put my hands in the air and I said: ‘Listen, love, you’re not going to be around forever. And you will want your daughter to have these photos of you for her to remember you by. Surely, isn’t that more important than the visible grey hairs from the sleepless nights? Isn’t that more important than the crow’s feet you’re paranoid about? These photos... they’re not about you. They’re not about the mums and dads. They’re about the children. It’s for them. For their memories. For them to have a token of their parents long after they’ve gone. So, what package would you like to go for?”

M looks deflated. No, quite literally, he looks deflated as he’s holding his stomach in, having been fat shamed by Theo, the photographer. My ego has also taken a bruising in that harsh critique. More to the point, Theo reckons we’re going to spend £900 on a set of photos so our daughter can remember how awful we looked? As if.

I knew it was a bad idea. I knew when little sis gifted H2 a photography package from Groupon for her first birthday, there’d be a catch. I should’ve known all was not well when I checked online to see how much it would cost (because I was too embarrassed to ask her) and found out that she’d spent all of £20 on this package. And I’m damn annoyed. We trekked all the way to north London, while H2 cried the entire journey, as she still hates travelling in the car.

When we arrived at Theo’s house, which looked modest from the outside but opened into a grand foyer suitable for an American reality TV show, with monochrome chequered flooring to boot, I should’ve recognised the deception there and then. I should’ve smelled a rat when we were led to his glorified garden shed, which was decorated with gold cups, glittering crystal trophies and framed certificates from his apparently many photography awards. I should’ve questioned why such a successful photographer would need to advertise his services for a smack-down rate on a discount retail site. I should’ve known that this was not the real deal. That he would hustle for a much bigger package than what my younger sister had originally paid for. I should’ve known. I should’ve bloody known.

It’s tricky. We are now sitting in Theo’s dimly lit computer suite, where he is showing us all the photos, some of which are absolutely stunning. The ones of H2, not us, of course. I barely slept the night before on account of her cluster feeding through the night (when exactly does that end?). I’m not sure what M’s excuse is for looking so tired. He snored all the way through it.

Yes, one year into our baby’s life and sleep is still shit.

Anyway, Theo is doing this very awkward thing of gazing at us without saying a word. He’s waiting for our response. He presented us with a price list that starts at £500 and ends in four figures. If I could crawl through the air vent to get out of his photography studio/dungeon, I absolutely would.

M’s refers to me in Bangla: “Antham nee?”

No, we absolutely should not get it, I think to myself. I also decide to adopt mother tongue since we are given no privacy to discuss this big financial decision. “Beshee dam,” I reply.

M nods. It is far too expensive.  

“Khalee tha’ir foto antam nee?” M asks.

I check out the photo on the computer screen. My husband makes a good proposition, suggesting we should maybe only buy H2’s photo. She looks angelic. The black-and-white photo has captured her cheeky smile, her shiny eyes and her impressive side swept fringe. With the soft lighting, my baby looks immersed in sunshine. She’s tastefully topless, hiding behind a polar bear teddy to preserve her modesty. Despite my best efforts, with my exhausted, outdated iPhone, I could never capture her in the same way.  

But no, it’s a matter of principle now. I came here with the intention of redeeming our gift voucher, not spending more money.

“We’ll just take the photo that’s included in the gift package,” I finally decide.

Theo doesn’t flinch from his squinty gaze. It’s borderline menacing. “Just one black-and-white Polaroid?”  

When he puts it like that, I sound stingy. “Yes, that’s the one.”

H2 rustles in my lap. Good, she is due a breastfeed. That’s our excuse to leave.

Theo is still staring.

M sits up. “When can you have it ready?”

Theo, whose squint has morphed into a glare, replies: “I’ll have to see. I’ve got a lot of other client packages that need developing first. They take priority, of course.”

The next ten minutes are the most awkward of my life, and this is coming from a girl who once took photos in the park wearing a billowing salwar kameez to send along with a marital CV to the families of prospective suitors. A girl who sat through rishtaa visits, where I checked out suitors through the corner of my eye, while their mums looked me up and down in judgement. Yes, I’m that girl, and the awkwardness of those moments is trumped by my current situation.

M packs away the various outfit options we brought with us, expecting that the family photo shoot, which Theo had talked me through over the phone, would be included with the gift voucher. I even packed a red and gold saree as Theo suggested we take some photos in ‘national dress’. M brought an extra pair of chinos as he’s never quite comfortable in a panjabi unless it’s Eid. It doesn’t matter, none of it saw the light of day. We posed in the same outfits we travelled in- a white shirt and jeans for me and a salmon-coloured polo top and tan trousers for M.

I become very British, making small talk to fill the gaps left by the men in my presence. I hope my words can slice through the atmosphere in this studio. What felt like a spacious garden office set up, with dark wood flooring and even a kitchen area complete with coffee machine, now feels claustrophobic with the air of animosity. Theo is pissed off that he spent the morning snapping away only to be denied the hefty upsell he was hoping for. I’m pissed off that we wasted an entire morning, stripped my daughter down while she cried, to leave with a small, grainy Polaroid. And M just looks pissed off. I’m not sure what about specifically. Perhaps the whole thing? I mean, I did make him drive over an hour, all the way from our home in central London to the north of the capital for this total waste of time.  

I’m glad I didn’t bother washing my hair now. It would not have been worth it.

Also, M and I are our own people. Do we still need to be referred to as mum and dad? Come on, it’s been a year now. Can I start clawing back some of my identity?

As we leave, frustrated, I have a thought- it’ll be good if we move back up north, I’m sure photography services will be cheaper in Manchester. They inflate the price of everything here.

Bloody London.  
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1st May, Another hunt
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Don’t ask M. Don’t ask M. Don’t pester your husband about job-hunting. It was only fleetingly mentioned that we’re going to move back up north. It’s just an idea. It doesn’t mean we need to accelerate the plan. Also, he only messaged me to ask if he should pick something up from the shop for dinner on the way home from work. There’s hardly opportunity to talk about jobs in my response.

I message M back. As my slow fingers and even slower brain struggle to work out what I want to eat for dinner (can’t decide between chicken fajitas or salmon and noodles) he resorts to calling me.

M: “Hello, hello.”  

Me: “Hey, you okay?”

M: “All good. I just popped out for a minute to check on my two favourite people. What you up to?”

Me: “Nothing much. I’m just at home. H2 is making the most of her birthday toys. She’s particularly attached to the musical ones. I wonder when the novelty will wear off?”

M: “I think it will be a while before she gets bored with them. After all, she did get a lot of presents. I was worried the car might break down on the way back to London under the weight of so many toys.”

Me: “True. She’s lucky she’s got so many aunts and uncles on both sides to give her so many gifts.”

M: “Yeah, it was a cunning plan to hold a party up north. The more people, the more presents. And it was nice to see everyone, obviously.”

Me: “Yeah, but nicer to receive the presents, no?”

M: “Exactly. Anyway, what do you want for dinner tonight?”

Me: “I don’t know. I’m not feeling very inspired. Maybe chicken fajitas?”

M: “... I don’t mind.”  

Me: “We can have something else if you want?”  

M: “No, no. It’s fine. We can have chicken fajitas. It’s just I’m having lunch with the guys. Will probably head to Leather Lane and I’ll get my Thai red curry. I’ll go for prawn, if we’re having chicken tonight.”

Me: “Or, if you want to have Thai chicken curry, we can do something different tonight. We’ve got some... actually, I don’t know what we’ve got in the freezer. I could always do arrabiatta.”

M: “No, no, no!”

He said that a little too loudly. Is he getting bored of my arrabiatta? I don’t make it that often, do I?

M: “Let’s have fajitas. It will be a nice change. Do me a favour, send me a list. And if you can, check for typos. Last time you wrote chicken fetus and peach pubes and it took me ages to figure out what you meant. I still don’t know what peach pubes are.”

Me: “Oh yeah. I meant peach purée. It’s weird how predictive text will choose pubes before purée. How unwholesome.”

M: “Well, the internet is mostly made up of porn. Someone once told me that, otherwise I wouldn’t know. Anyway, I’ll get going as the guys are coming out now. I can bring you a doggy bag from Leather Lane if you like? Do you want one of those all-you-can-fill boxes?”

Me: “Ooh, go on then. Make sure you fill it with extra chickpeas and grains and be generous with the vine leaves. Oh, and can you not call it a doggy bag? Goodie bag sounds way nicer.”  

M: “Alright, I’ll get you a goodie bag. And one last thing. I found some jobs in Manchester. They look pretty good so I’ll fill you in when I get home.”

We say our goodbyes, and I realise that the clock has truly started ticking on our plans to move up north.

More to the point, where do I figure in all of this? I used to be his equal financially. A career woman with my own independence. I never thought I’d be the wife waiting for my husband to get a job so we can move forward with our plans, yet here I am.

H2 saunters past with her Rock ‘n’ Roll Jungle Walker. She is ever so sassy these days. She pulls herself up to a standing position with her wobbly round feet. Then, she uses the walker to push herself along. Swinging her hips from side to side, her bulging nappy makes her look like she has a little booty. I can’t say I hate the aesthetic.  

“What shall we have for lunch today?” I ask her. I read in a book somewhere that I should communicate with H2 even when she can’t respond back. It helps with speech development, apparently.

She looks at me and babbles something with a mouthful of drool.

My phone rings. It’s mum.

“Hello? What you do?” she asks.

“Nothing much,” I reply. Don’t mention anything about us moving back up north. Don’t mention anything about the plan. It’s not set in stone yet. “I’m just sorting out some lunch. I’m thinking maybe sweet potato fries.”

“Hmm.” Mum doesn’t sound very enthused. “Are you going to add anything else to it? Sounds a bit plain.”  

“It’s not too bad. I sprinkle some paprika on to give it a little kick. H2 seems to like it.”

“Will that be enough for you? As you still breastfeeding, you need lots of good food for energy.”

That is the irony. I need food for energy but I don’t have the energy to make food. “I’ll be fine, mum. I’ll just have some crisps.”

“No crisps! The doctor said that crisps are not even proper food. Most don’t even have potato. Just full of starch. They call it... what is it... dooro! I forget now. Heh!” mum shouts to who I can only assume is my father. “What the thing doctor say? Ultra something food?”

I hear the muffled sound of dad’s voice. “Eh-heh. Ultra frossis, was it? Who are you talking on the phone to?”

“Your daughter.”  

There is silence as dad processes this. Then comes the inevitable question: “Which one?”

I hear much huffing as mum explains that I’m not big sis that lives in Bristol. Nor am I middle sis, who is married to a man from Bradford. I am the daughter that lives in London that had a baby a year ago. The one whose in-laws live in Droylsden.

“Ah... very good. Is she coming to Manchester?”  

“Dooro! She can no just come like that. She came last for her baby birthday, you no remember? London is far. Not easy to come so much.”

“Aha... okay. Yes, she too far from us.” Dad’s voice sounds shrunken, resigned.

My stomach tightens. I feel like I want to explain to him that, yes daddy, we are coming back up north. M is just figuring out a plan to get a job in finance, that pays a suitable amount of money, up north. Sadly, there are less opportunities compared to London. In fact, anywhere else in the UK has less opportunities compared to London. But I want to say, yes, it will take time but I am coming back.

Then, mum interjects with: “And in the morning, have some apple cider vinegar with water on empty stomach. Yes? It would be so good for you. And get rid of the crisps. Instead have nuts for snacks.”

“I’m avoiding nuts. Remember, my baby is allergic to peanuts?”

“Oh yes. Such a shame. Will it ever go away?”

“I don’t know, mum.”

“You mean she may have it for life? Yalla!”

“I don’t know, mum. I hope not.”

“Okay, okay. And make sure you keep the house dust free. I seen your flat when I visited. It was such a mess.”  

“Mum, do you mean the one time you visited just after H2 was born and I was an absolute wreck?”

Mum thinks for a moment. “Yes, that’s the time. Everything was very dusty. Maybe you should get cleaner more regularly?”

I sigh. I’ve got Ana booked for next week. Though I have to agree with mum, I must hire her more regularly. I tend to wait until we can’t move for hairballs before we bring in the professional. I look around the flat. The clotheshorse still has nursing friendly tops and M’s work shirts that dried about two days ago. Every radiator has either a vest or a baby grow. Our tiny kitchen, so synonymous with pokey London apartments, doesn’t even have counter space to cut one single onion. There are pots and pans with lids I daren’t open. The living area is strewn with parenting paraphernalia. We’ve turned a travel cot into a playpen/prison for H2. It’s full to the brim with her toys, but nowadays she is so mobile that she doesn’t want to go in there for long periods. Now it’s turned into storage.  

Surely, this is no way to live with a baby?

“When you come next? It’s been months since I last saw my grandchild,” says mum, at odds with what she just told dad.

“Erm... have you forgotten? We came in April. For H2’s first birthday?”

Mum pauses for a moment. “Oh, yes. Yes. But that was one month ago, so I am still right.”

“That you are, mum.”

“Anyway, make sure you let fresh air in. The doctor said you should open the windows first thing in the morning before the traffic get busy. Then, you need to take big breath like this... ahhh... because first morning is the freshest air. That is the best way to start your day. And you should sit in silence for the first 10 minutes. Let your brain adjust to the morning.”  

“Mum, I have a very active and very noisy baby. Where exactly am I going to find these 10 minutes of silence? Also, who is this doctor that’s telling you all this?” It doesn’t sound like advice a general practitioner would offer.

“A Bangla doctor on YouTube. You should watch his videos. They’re very good. I could send you link but you have to tell me how to send link first. I would ask your younger sister, but she too busy now she be working. Actually, on second thought, don’t open window too much. Where you live is so noisy and dirty and polluted. I felt so sad for your baby when we visited.”

I look at H2 and my heart sinks a little. Am I really bringing her up in such a toxic environment? She looks happy enough, repeatedly slamming the button on the plastic lion face of her stroller.

Mum is not done. “And make sure you no have fizzy drink. That be very bad for gut. Remember, everything you eat goes to your baby through breast milk. And another thing...”

Mum continues on but, at this point, it’s a blur of ultra processed food, the virtues of mouth breathing and some condemnation of my dirty flat in the most polluted part of London.  

I’m not sure if the reality of being within a short commute to my mother’s house is a good or bad thing at this point. Yes, she needs me and I need her but there is also the distinct chance that she will drive me up the wall.

Do I still have time to change my mind?
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3rd May, To work or not to work?
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I receive an email from Vanessa, the freelancer I’ve been using whilst on maternity leave.

It reads: I just wanted to say thank you so much again for picking up the press release when my boy was ill. From what I read, it looked great and Raymond loved it, too!  

I am now back to full speed, so would you like me to draw up a list of potential PR angles? I was thinking of seeing if Raymond has a budget to do a roundtable talk? There are quite a few dotted around the Midlands and I think it would be great for exposure. I took the liberty of having a quick look and they’re not cheap. It’s around £5000 for a table, but it’ll be well worth it. What do you think?  

What do I think? I went to the pharmacy this morning and I couldn’t even pronounce Piriton, so my brain isn’t quite up to full speed like Vanessa’s. My initial, foggy thought is that mid four-figures is a bit steep for Raymond.

My phone rings. It’s M. I quickly grab it before H2 wakes up.

“Hey you okay?” he asks.

“I’m fine,” I stifle a yawn that is threatening to escape. “You?”

“Yeah, all good. I’m just about to pop out to lunch.”

Lucky bastard. Eating lunch outdoors without a baby attached to his boob.

He continues: “I need to head to the poop station beforehand, so thought I’d call you.”

“Oh... it’s nice that your first thought when going for a number two was me.”

“Well, you’re my number one.” M pauses for a second. “That doesn’t really work in this context, does it?”

“No, normally your corny jokes land quite well. Not this time.”

M laughs. “Anyways, what you up to?”

I groan. I wish he wouldn’t keep asking me what I’m up to. What could I possibly be up to? I’m hanging out with my toddler daughter. If I’m lucky, I’ll go to a playgroup and find someone to have an adult conversation with. More often than not, we’ll talk about sleep, or lack thereof. That is the sum total of my day.  

I shouldn’t moan, really. It was my decision not to go back to work because I didn’t want to put H2 in a nursery while she was a baby. I can’t resent M for that. It’s just that every time he mentions he’s going out for lunch, or he’s having an uninterrupted toilet break, or even drinking a hot cup of tea, I’m jealous. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. He’s doing his bit. He is keeping a roof over our heads by working. I don’t feel the pressure to go back to work and that is something to be grateful for. But is it okay to be grateful and begrudging at the same time? Is it okay to want to have your cake and eat it? To want to have a social life of sorts, a career of sorts but also be around your baby in their formative years?

“I’ll probably head to the supermarket later,” I say, flattening out a crease on the pillow with my hand.  

“Cool. It’s a nice day, too. You should take her to the park or something.”

“I would, but Altab Ali Park isn’t looking so appealing at the moment. I walked past the other day and a man was peeing up the wall in plain sight.”

“Ugh that’s gross,” says M. “Maybe try Victoria Park? It’s a lot nicer.”

“Yes but that involves...” I stop myself from using the excuse that Victoria Park is a bus or Tube ride away and I’m just too anxious to do it alone. I’m sick of having those feelings, so I’m sure M is sick of hearing about them.

“Yeah, maybe,” I reply.

“Right, well, I’ll let you go. The guys are coming so better go to the toilet to make space for my cheese baguette.”

“You are so charming.”  

M and I say goodbye and I look down at H2, who has fallen asleep on the breast. Yes, we are still doing that. I am still climbing into bed with her, nursing her until she’s milk drunk. She is still falling asleep on me, despite every baby book ever written saying that feeding to sleep is a no-no that will lead to a clingy baby that will grow into a socially awkward adult. I really want to start weaning her off, but my goodness, after a tumultuous first few months establishing breastfeeding, this is a breeze. It’s so convenient. I mean, why shush her, pat her, rock her, or walk around with her endlessly, when I can sit on my phone with a packet of crisps while she falls asleep on me? And looking at her, with her eyelashes fanned over, her tiny yet aesthetically straight nose and her puckered mouth sporting a milk moustache, it’s hard not to want to sit in this position forever. Okay, forever is a stretch. I’m starting to lose the feeling in my arm. But you get my drift. It’s nice. And I’m lazy. So yes, feeding to sleep is our thing for now.  

However, Vanessa’s email does give me food for thought. I figured I’d be back at work now. As in, properly back at work. Not just picking up the baton when Vanessa’s son has an emergency appendectomy. Being a mum is completely different to how I envisioned. I had mood boards. I’d written affirmations saying I am going to be a successful working mum. Doing it all. Having a nanny on hand while I punch out press releases. It hasn’t quite worked out that way.  

I spent the first year muddling my way through a sea of bewilderment and anxiety. Those things haven’t quite left me, but I feel like I am slowly getting better at handling this mum thing.

Now, I need to look forward. I’ve put this off long enough. If I am to reclaim my PR career, and my former self, I have to put plans in place that don’t revolve around me attending endless playgroups.

My phone pings. It’s Reena, my university friend who got married over a year ago.

Hey, how’s you? Its been ages since we’ve spoken. Sorry I’ve been lame but we just got back from a family wedding in Dubai. What you been up to? How are you filling your days?

Filling my days? That does it. I need to find a nanny.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


10th May, Group call
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As my screen time in general is minimal these days, I initiate a group call to catch up with all the ladies of my family at once.  

Big sis: “Have you had a haircut, little lady?”

Me: (swishing my hair to the side): “I have. Not at the hairdressers, though. No time for that. I cut it myself, following a tutorial where you scoop the hair on top of your head like a unicorn horn, and then snip at an angle. It was a bit choppy at first, so M finished it off by smoothing the ends.”

Middle sis: “Isn’t it nice that he does that for you?”

Big sis: “Doesn’t Shumon?”

Middle sis: “I wish. He used to, back in the day. You know how it is. When you’re newly married, they’ll do anything for you and you’re all over each other...”

Mum: “Dooro!”

Middle sis: “What do you mean, mum? That’s how it should be. You should see Shumon’s sister and her hubby. She said they send each other pictures. Anyway, we used to be all lovey dovey but now he won’t even hold open a door for me. He goes right on ahead and lets it slam in my face.”

Middle sis doesn’t notice the gaping mouths in the three other squares sharing the screen.

Big sis: “What sort of pics does your sister-in-law send? Rude pictures?”

Me: “Like, tasteful nudes?”

Mum: “Dooro! Shame on all of you!” Mum nudges little sis, who is sat next to her at the dining table, off the call. “Go make cup of tea.”  

Little sis: “Aww, I want to hear this...”  

Mum: “No, no. Don’t want your innocent unmarried ears being ruined by your cheeky sisters. Anyway, I don’t want to hear about this anymore. Now, be a good girl and put kettle on and ask your father if he want tea.”

Little sis tuts and skulks away. 

Also mum: “What rude pictures?”  

Middle sis: (moving closer towards the screen): “She told me she did a glamour shoot for their anniversary. Not naked, obviously. I think she was in her nightie. Though it was a nice nightie, like a silk slip. Not the fleecy PJs I wear.”

Big sis: “Ooh. Maybe that’s the done thing now. You should do the same.” 

Middle sis: “As if. Not with this belly. I don’t know what to do. I’ve not been able to shift it after my third. It’s not even soft fat anymore.”

Mum: “You are getting chunky monkey. I wanted to say since I last saw you, so glad you brought it up. Your body gone all thick and heavy. Portion control. Stop having ultra-frossis food. And eat less at night.”  

Middle sis: “Thanks, mum, but that’s half the problem. Once the kids are in bed, that’s my favourite time to eat. I can have all the nice, ultra-processed crap without them getting their grubby mitts involved.”  

Me: “Brushing your teeth earlier helps. Because after you’ve done that, you’re absolutely buggered as you can’t eat again.” 

Middle sis: “I tried that. But then Shumon will offer me a snack or something while we watch a movie.”

Me: “Will you have some?”

Middle sis: (Rolling her eyes): “Of course.”  

Me: “Even after brushing your teeth?”

Middle sis: “Yeah but only soft stuff, like chocolate, that won’t get stuck in my teeth.”

Big sis: “Me too. Though I will have a good rinse with water afterwards.”

Me: “I’m not sure what the dentist will say about that.”

Big sis: “It’s a good thing I haven’t been in two years.”

Middle sis: “Same.” 

My family group calls are nothing if not revealing.
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14th May, Stay and play
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As I travel down the lift, I hold my breath, watching the red, pixelated number on the little black square as it goes from four... three... two... one... zero. The lift door remains jammed shut. I’m still holding my breath. Then it does a slight wiggle as if it’s trying to un-stick itself before prizing open.

I exhale, my shoulders drop and my anxiety releases like a gust of wind pushing me out of the lift.

Time to start the day. Playgroups are very much my new social life and today is no exception.

I’m off to a stay and play session just up the road, in an old church. My mum friend, Chandni, will be there, which makes it slightly easier. I know that sounds ridiculous but going to these groups is akin to attending a networking event. You feel nervous and awkward going by yourself, in case you don’t have anyone to talk to. While at a business networking event, you’re there to make professional contacts and potential clients, with playgroups you’re there to make personal contacts and potential pals. See how similar they are? The key difference is there are small people roaming around, soiling themselves at stay and play sessions. Oh, and there are less pretentious twats.

Scratch that. I’ve just spotted Ruhela.

“Now Aadam is getting bigger, I keep looking at newborns and thinking, oh, I want another one. My husband is always saying, ‘come on, we’ve already got a boy and a girl, so let’s leave it at that’. But I just can’t help it. My ovaries go mental. Don’t you feel the same?” Ruhela asks me.  

Should I give her a polite PR answer of: 

'Yes, I’m especially broody when I see a newborn’s tiny feet and chubby dimpled hands. Their innocent baby wail and gargling has my reproductive system all a-flutter?’

Or, should I be honest and say: 

‘Yeah, right. I’m just about hanging on for dear life with this one. Sleep deprivation is still very much used by H2 as an instrument of torture. She’s not eating that great and I still feel like she’s tethered to me at all times. Therefore, on balance, I absolutely am not broody and do not want another child ever again?’  

I decide upon the middle ground: “A bit, but I think I’m not quite out of the baby phase with this one.” I nod towards H2, who is hypnotised by a rotating miniature carousel made of mirrors. “We’re still the No Sleep gang over here.”

Ruhela’s mouth gapes unnecessarily open. “Really? She’s still not sleeping through the night? You wanna get that sorted, mate.”  

I tuck my bedraggled hair behind my ear. Now I wish I’d given her the PR answer. “I guess she’s not ready to sleep through yet.”

“Nah, man. She’s definitely ready. I got mine sleeping through the night at eight weeks. I did the controlled crying method. I left both of mine to cry. At first, it was hard. Then, after a few nights they settled. After that, it was easy. Now Aadam goes to bed by himself without any trouble.” She looks over towards her toddler son, who is wrestling a castanet off a much younger, less mobile baby. “Have you tried that?”

I look towards my daughter, with her light pink, star-spangled leggings and soft pram shoes. She is so precious. “No, I don’t think I could.”

“Course you can. You have to. I don’t want to offend you but you’re doing her a disservice if you don’t get her to sleep through the night because that’s what she really needs. It’s important for brain development that they get enough sleep because if they don’t, that could have a detrimental effect on them. Also, at this age they can be really manipulative. She knows you’re a soft touch and that you’re going to settle her which is why she won’t sleep without you.”

I look over again to H2. Unusually for her, she hasn’t moved away from that mirrored carousel. She looks enamoured, occasionally swatting it to keep it rotating. She can’t be that manipulative, can she?

“I don’t know.”

“I get it. I was the same. That’s why I got hubby to do it for me. I’m a softie. I could tell you are, too, when I first saw you.”  

I bristle. That’s a bit harsh.

I’m relieved when I get a tap on the shoulder and realise it’s Chandni. “Sorry I’m late. Rohan decided to do a poo just as I was getting out of the door. Honestly, the amount of times I stop and start when going out anywhere.”

“Same. Story of my life,” I reply.

“Right, mums. Everyone gather round the circle for rhyme time,” says the playgroup lead, Lidia.

I’m already sat down, so wait a few moments while other mums pull their children away from the toys they’ve grown attached to. It feels cruel.  

One mum is not so gently tugging her son by his arm as he pulls away from her, trying to get back to the plastic market stall toy. He’s holding onto that pretend beef tomato for dear life. Another girl is blindly ignoring her mum as she stays at the cooking station, pushing various plastic pots and pans across the stovetop. There’s a girl with pigtails and a ballerina dress, loading up the wooden washing machine with soft toys. Another toddler, who looks older than the rest of the group, is racing through the hall with a shopping trolley, narrowly missing the smaller children – including my H2 – as she uses the playgroup as her own personal supermarket.  

How odd it is seeing little people doing these very grown-up tasks. Let’s see how they feel about it when they are adults and they have to do such mundane things for real.

Aadam comes over to his mum with the castanet that he stole from the helpless baby and sits between her bended knees.

“Right, are we ready to begin?” asks Lidia. “Shall we start with Incy Wincy Spider?”

This is greeted by an unreasonable amount of enthusiasm from the mums. On the count of three, everyone does the spider motions, including myself. It’s funny, something that I cringed at the thought of the first time round has become part of my routine. If a week goes by and I haven’t wound the bobbin up, or rode a boat, I don’t feel like myself.

“How are the moving plans going?” I ask Chandni.

She sighs. “Slowly. We’ve been looking at houses in Nottingham and we’re trying to figure out how close to be to my mum. Obviously, I would move up the road if I could, but for Kishan, I feel like he might want some space, especially as his family will be further away in Birmingham. There is also the worry about what the mother-in-law might say. You know, that traditional rule of the girl living with the boy’s family, or at least next door to them.”  

“I know that one,” I say. “And my family isn’t so different.”

I wonder how it will be when we move up north. As M and I have only briefly discussed it, I’m not exactly sure where we will live, whether it will be nearer to my mum, or M’s. I worry about the latter. I worry about what that will mean in terms of expectations. My mother-in-law can cook like a chef and, as she has no other daughter-in-laws in the house, I’m sure she’d love having a sous chef to hand.  

H2 has grown bored of the mirrored carousel and is now winding her hands up, looking to Chandni for approval.

“Clever girl!” Chandni claps. “Rohan, look, she’s doing Wind the Bobbin! Can you do it?”

Rohan responds with a belch.

“Never mind.” Chandni shakes her head. “They do say boys develop more slowly than girls.”

***
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Chandni and I walk home together. As we make our way down Fenchurch Street, I see two ladies, one clad in a black niqab, the other in a green raincoat over a burqa, talking loudly in mother tongue. They’re saying something about Aldi having a more efficient service than Tesco. One lady imitates the beeping sound of the till’s scanner, to emphasise how quickly the staff serve the customers.  

I don’t see too many Bengali people here. The brown people I do see are like myself, dressed in western wear and trying their best to blend in.

These ladies, a few paces ahead, are meandering with their black shopping trollies, taking up the width of the pavement. Chandni and I slow down to match their pace, rather than manoeuvring round them with our pushchairs.  

As they continue conversing, walking at their own glacial pace, a couple of white women amble past us, as we politely shuffle to the side of the kerb to give way. They attempt the same with the Bengali women, albeit less successfully. It’s like a dance. The ladies in the back with the shopping bags are moving from side to side, trying to negotiate their way past these ladies, who are unaware that anybody’s behind them.

I have this primal urge, from the pit of my stomach, to say to the Bengali women: ‘There’s people behind you! And don’t speak so loudly!’ I feel ashamed for the latter.

It’s not just my PR politeness and stiff upper lip coming through. It stems from something deeper. It goes back to the time when middle sis used to shout at me for talking too loudly when out shopping. She didn’t want anyone to hear that we had another language, as we might be rumbled as foreigners. It was something I had to keep a secret.

Now, to hear people talking loudly, proudly and taking up space, it doesn’t sit right with me. I know it’s a me problem and I shouldn’t care but I do. I feel like loudness, brashness, unapologetic brownness, reflects on me.  

One of the white women says: “Excuse me!” loud enough to make the Bengali women startle. They apologise, move to the side and make way for these women who are in such a hurry. The two towering women, coordinated in skinny ripped jeans and white vests, tut and shake their heads as they go past. They glance at us and are about to give a conspiratorial stare, which says: God, them lot. Then they realise we are also brown, so keep walking.

Chandni doesn’t notice this interaction at all. She is too busy telling me about the plans to move and the awkward conversations with her mother-in-law who keeps sending her son links to jobs in Birmingham. Maybe Chandni doesn’t share the same feelings I do. These deep-seated feelings that, decades later, I can’t shake off.
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21st May, TV night
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M and I are at that stage of parenthood where we get to enjoy a bit of TV at night when H2 is asleep. It’s still hit and miss as to how long she will stay asleep, but we take whatever we can get.

“What shall we watch?” M asks.

“I’m not sure. Shall we check our watchlist?” I reply.

“Sounds good.”

Our watchlist contains everything from crime dramas to comedies and Korean thrillers but nothing is appealing.

“I know...” M sits up as though he’s had an epiphany. “I’ll look through IMDb’s top 10 shows.”

“You always do this and then we end up spending half the night procrastinating over what we should watch and then, by the time we settle on something, H2 is awake!”

M laughs and leans back into our well-worn faux leather sofa. “That’s true. But I don’t want to sit through any old rubbish. And I’m not committing to something that is crap just because we watched 20 minutes of it, like we did with the last movie.”

I shrug. “What can I say? I have a misguided sense of loyalty. Once I’ve started a movie -even if it’s terrible- I feel I need to see it through.”

M stumbles upon a series about child abuse in the television industry. I can’t watch it. Since becoming a mum, I can’t stomach anything, be it fact or fiction, about children being harmed. I’m also not great with horror now, either. It’s as though being a mum has lowered my tolerance levels.

We settle on a comedy but my attention is elsewhere. “Hey, you know when we move back up north, where do you think we’ll live?”

M doesn’t take his eyes off the screen. “At my mum’s obviously. I’ll make you a little camp-bed in the kitchen.”

He laughs. I don’t.

“I’m joking, man,” he says in his terrible pretend Geordie accent. “We’re going to live in Manchester. That’s where all the jobs are. Why? Are you worried?”

“I am a bit. I’m worried about what the expectations will be if we go back up north. From both sides.” I think of my family. I think of mum’s dementia. Though it’s in its early stages, it could get worse at any point. I don’t know where it’s headed. However, it’s my mum. I quite literally owe her my life. Also, as she’s my mum, if she’s being annoying I can say as much to her. I can’t do that with my mother-in-law. If she wants me round to make three curries, three nights a week, would I be able to tell her to back off? I’m not so sure.  

M shuffles along our sofa and puts his arm around me. “Don’t worry. It will be okay.”

When M says so, and I know they’re just words and we really don’t know what the future will hold, I choose to believe it’s true. He’s my safety net, after all. I rest my head on his shoulder. The niggle of worry is still there and will likely remain while we are in this space of uncertainty. However, for now, I take a deep breath and inhale my surroundings. This flat, with its expansive windows stretching across the walls, shows us the bright lights of London from different angles. This flat, that we complain about being too cold in winter, feels so balmy that we’ve cracked open a window. This flat, which is now claustrophobic, as we have to fit the pram in the space between the kitchen and living area, feels cosy. This flat, which lets in the noise from the building work outside, feels abuzz thanks to the sounds of London at night. This flat no longer suits us because it’s situated on one of the busiest roads in London. This flat, for all its faults, has been home. In fact, this part of London, which I loved for so long, won’t be home for much longer. There’s no deadline but we have set the wheels in motion. It’s like a ticking clock. And honestly, that terrifies me.

We end up watching Motherland, something I would have actively avoided just a couple of years ago. It turns out to be a good decision. It’s hilarious and serves as a warning that child rearing doesn’t get much easier once the kids are older.

Halfway through the second episode, I hear some gurgling. I check on the baby monitor.

“Is she awake already?” M asks, leaning towards the black-and-white screen.

“I can’t tell. It’s so damn grainy. She’s either scratching her head in her sleep or has woken up.”

“I’ll go check,” says M.

I watch on the monitor as he opens the bedroom door, illuminating the room, before closing it swiftly.

“She’s asleep,” he declares upon his return. “Shall we watch a bit more or call it a night?”

I check the time on my phone. It’s nearly eleven. “Let’s maybe finish this episode.”

We end up binge watching three episodes and going to bed well after midnight. H2, who had slept angelically throughout, inevitably made up for this by terrorising me the rest of the night, bobbing on and off the boob. It’s as if she’s punishing me for daring to spend an evening with my husband.

I have no regrets.
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28th May, Missing Jam

[image: ]




“I messaged Jam the other day,” says M.

“How’s married life treating him?” I ask.

“To be honest with ya, he’s moaning already. He said they went shopping the other day and she was grabbing all these polo tops and jeans for herself and she just expected him to pay for it all. And... don’t tell Jam I said this but...”

“Luckily, I don’t speak to Jam unless you’re around, so there is no danger of me blabbing,” I reassure M. “I’ll probably tell my mum or sisters if it’s juicy gossip, though, when we run out of things to talk about.”

M shrugs. “That’s fine and I wouldn’t expect any less. Plus, I barely speak to Jam myself now, since he’s got married. There was me thinking it’s the girls that change after marriage. Anyway, he said it was like she’d never been shopping before in her life. It’s weird, it’s not like she doesn’t work or have her own money. On top of that, she apparently wants a kid straight away and doesn’t want to work. Jam’s not happy about it. They’ve just got married, they’re renting and need to buy a house, which might be tricky with his contracting gig.”

“Oh.” I sigh. “I thought you’d have some truly juicy gossip. That seems like a simple miscommunication.”

M scoffs. “A pretty big one considering they’ve not been married that long. I’m glad you weren’t like that.”

“You got lucky.” I jab him in the ribs. “You got a stingy wife that doesn’t like to spend her own money, let alone someone else’s. I even like my food from the reduced aisle. Speaking of food, I better head down at some point and see what your mum’s rustling up.”

“Good luck.” M salutes me as though I’m going into battle. “I’ll pop down shortly with this one, just in case you need rescuing.”

“Nope.” I grab H2 and scoop her up in my arms. “I’m giving her a nap first. She’s my ammunition.”

There are two things I have learned as a married woman.

One, the juxtaposition of life as a Bengali daughter-in-law in Droylsden, compared to my rather modern existence in London, is incalculable. I don’t think I’ll ever fully reconcile the two. When I’m in London, I have autonomy, space. I’m my own person and come and go as I please. Here at my mother-in-law’s in Droylsden, it’s a different story. I step into a traditional salwar kameez and cook whatever dish is the order of the day. I may even fold a samosa or two. No matter what’s on the menu, one thing is for certain, I’ll be hanging around the vicinity of the kitchen. Thank goodness we only do this one weekend every month.

That brings me onto the second thing I’ve learnt... H2 is a great detractor from all of this. She is due a nap and I conveniently left the baby monitor at our flat in London (again), so I need to stay with her as we can’t have her climbing off the bed, crawling into the long landing of their Edwardian terraced house, and then falling down the steep stairs, can we? That would be negligent. No, I must stay with her at all times. It is a price I’m willing to pay in Droylsden.

H2 has fallen asleep on the breast and as I gently unlatch her, I lie back and exhale, thoughts spinning. Namely thoughts around moving back up north and whether we move to this town. It’s the traditional thing, isn’t it? The girl usually lives near the boy’s family. That’s how it has been since time immemorial. Would I be able to shake that up?  

M’s little sister has kindly carted herself out of her room as there was no way M, H2 and I could sleep in the spare room with a small wooden double bed and barely any floor space for a camp bed. Instead, we have her room, which is way too big for such a young girl. We could add an extra double bed with plenty of space to spare. You do seem to get more for your money up north. Houses are bigger, ceilings are higher, rooms are roomier. In London, we are squeezed into concrete blocks, living on top and beside each other.  
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