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    To all the mothers... you've got this.
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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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16th April, Reflection  
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“What brings you to this birth reflection session?” the aptly named Bertha asks.

“Birth reflection? Sorry, I thought it was a birth trauma consultation.” I shift in my chair, worried that I may have gone to the wrong meeting. I wouldn’t be surprised, as it’s not even at the hospital where I gave birth. Plus, my brain has turned to cotton candy these last couple of weeks.

Bertha scratches the back of her neck. “We don’t really like to use the word trauma, as that has negative connotations. Instead, we prefer to move forward in a more positive light, which is why birth reflection seems more appropriate.”

I personally think trauma would be more befitting but keep my opinion to myself.

Baby H2 gurgles in her bassinet. She looks like she might wake up. I’m hoping we can get to the point of this trauma/reflection meeting before we hear some serious baby wails.

“Okay, birth reflection. I just wanted to talk about what happened because I think some of it wasn’t right. And I suffered further complications after the baby was born and—”

“Sorry, what do you mean, not right?” Bertha’s tone becomes confrontational.

“It’s just that, well, perhaps not right isn’t the best term. It’s just the way things happened. I felt everything was out of my control—”

“Childbirth generally is out of all our control!” Bertha laughs and shakes her head.

“Okay, well, maybe I’m not making my point properly. It’s just... I don’t know, I thought I should have a birth trauma—sorry—reflection meeting to talk about what happened and see what can be done.”  

“What can be done? You’re two weeks postpartum. I don’t think anything can be done now.” Bertha looks at the big white clock that is ticking away above my head. My time is running out and there must be someone else after me. Another mum waiting to reflect on her traumatic birth.

“I—I wrote things down, if that helps? I can tell you exactly what happened, which would better explain why I’m here.”

“Like I say, nothing can be done now, so there’s really no need to rehash—”

“No!” My voice trembles. “I need to share this. I need to be heard.”

I rifle through my oversized mum bag, which contains nappies, wipes, some hand sanitizer, a bottle of baby formula and, right at the bottom, my Filofax. It’s funny, just a couple of weeks ago, that would take pride of place in my small, neat leather handbag. So much has changed since then.

“Okay... so I wrote this down after I had a chance to process everything. Sorry... I can’t find the first bit.” I flick through the pages. “Right, here we are. When baby H2 was born...”

Bertha smirks.  

“Sorry, H2 is a name we had for her before she was born and it’s kind of stuck like a nickname. Bit childish, I know. Anyway, when I was in labour...” My hands start shaking. “Sorry... I... I mean, when I was going into the beginnings of labour, I was examined twice, then the nurse mentioned she’d done a membrane sweep and I felt it was not appropriate. Then I laboured in such a short space of time, which I think isn’t right.”

Bertha holds up her hand. “Apologies, I must stop you there. What don’t you think was right? Being probed twice, the sweep or labouring quickly?”

“Uh... all of it.”

“And what are you basing this on?”

“Erm... how I felt. It didn’t feel right.” My mouth feels dry. I’ve built a career based on words and now I can’t seem to find any.  

I think Bertha notices my chin wobble as she waves her hand in the air and says: “Carry on.”

“Thanks. After the examinations, I was sent home. I went back in and, the second time, even though I was holding onto the walls and practically on all fours, they were going to send me home again. It was only when another nurse spotted me and saw me in so much pain that I was admitted.”

Bertha looks as though she is about to interject but then lets me continue.

“I ended up labouring on the birthing stool and it was only afterwards I learned I’m more likely to tear in that position.”

“Where did you hear that?”

I look down. “The internet.”

Bertha rolls her eyes. “Ah, Dr. Google. Okay, go on.”

“After that, I was...”

I’ve lost my place. I’m lost. I’m not sure how this whole ordeal feels like it happened yesterday and another lifetime ago at the same time. I’ve never known such a feeling.

Bertha looks at her watch.

“The thing is, I’m worried about what long-term effects this will have on me.”

“What do you mean?” she asks, her pencil-thin eyebrows furrowed.

“As in...” I speak with a mix of shame and embarrassment, though I’m not sure why. “It’s the third-degree tear. I’m worried about the repercussions because I’ve read about having things like anal fissures.”

“You mean anal fistula?”

As Bertha is more knowledgeable about these things than I am, I agree.

“Okay, so it won’t be an anal fistula, as that is something that would’ve been evident straight away. It’s not something you develop.”

“But the whole thing felt barbaric,” I plead.

Bertha sits back in her chair. “I think barbaric is the wrong word.”

“Okay, not barbaric but—”

“What did happen was unfortunate,” Bertha interjects, resting her elbows on the desk. “However, you have to remember, when you’re labouring, people do what they think is best. The fact that you were examined twice is quite routine. There’s nothing unusual there. It’s unfortunate that you had such a bad tear after giving birth but that’s just how it goes sometimes. But look at your baby...” Bertha points towards my newborn daughter, who is sleeping peacefully, for once. “You’ve got a beautiful baby girl and you should focus on the positive. Forget your birth experience. None of that really matters now. The most important thing is you’ve created a new life. Your priority is to look after her, not look back.”  

There’s so much more to say but I don’t have the vocabulary. Or the energy. “Are you able to examine me?” I ask instead. “I haven’t been checked out since a few days after I gave birth, so I don’t know if everything down there is... as it should be.”

“I won’t be able to do that.” Bertha sniffs.

“Why not?” I’m offended for my lady parts.

“We don’t have the right lighting in here to be able to look at you.”

“Alright. It’s just... I’m worried that there might be scarring. Also, I’m worried about prolapsing. I’ve heard a lot about that.”

Bertha sits up in her chair, arms crossed. “Look, if you were prolapsing, you would know about it as literally bits would be hanging out. If that’s not the case, then you are fine. Any problems, of course you can go and see your GP.” She turns to her computer screen. “Is there anything else?”

There’s plenty more. I had the most traumatic two weeks of my life. It was a huge ordeal even to get here. It was the first time I’ve got on public transport with my baby. I avoided the Tube and instead did a merry-go-round using London’s less famous DLR service. It wasn’t easy. I had to change twice. And after all that, she’s asking me if that’s all?

“Yes, that’s all.” Of course, my PR politeness kicks in. What else could I say?

“Great, well thanks for dropping by,” she says as though I’m a friend that’s popped round for coffee.

The door slams behind me as I exit the consultation room. Now, I have to head out into the cold and get on the DLR again. I hope we make it home unscathed.

***
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THE PLATFORM IS PACKED out. It’s way busier than it was on the way there. It is 3pm, after all. I’ve only got one bottle of baby formula. I hope it’s enough for the journey home.

There is another lady with a toddler in a pram and a baby in a sling. I eavesdrop on her phone conversation and deduce that she is Bengali. How does she negotiate public transport with two tiny people? She must be some sort of superwoman. I’m in bits and I’ve just got one.

As the train slowly arrives, my heartbeat quickens. What if there’s no space for two buggies? What if people get annoyed because I’m blocking the path? What if... what if my worst nightmare happens? That I manage to push the pram onto the carriage but can’t get on myself and the door snaps shut, separating me from my baby. I tremble at the thought. Has that ever happened before? What is done in that situation? Who would help me? Could they do an emergency stop on the train? Maybe I’ll reverse into the carriage. If I go in first and pull the pram behind me, would that be better? But then, what if I get on the train but people shove in and the pram doesn’t make it? If I put my hand between the door, would it automatically open, like a lift? Or would I sever a limb? What if the pram falls in the gap between the train and the platform? After all, the tannoy announcement is always warning us to mind the gap. If it’s big enough for a human to fall through, could a pram do the same? I grip the handle of the pram tightly, my knuckles straining.

There’s so much to think about. A few short weeks ago, I took all this for granted. Hopping on the bus and getting the Tube as I pleased. Apart from the claustrophobia and low-lying worry about being trapped underground, I had it easy. If only I knew at the time.  

I don’t want to sound dramatic, but it feels like life is over now. At least the life I knew. The bloody baby books were right; things will never, ever be the same again. And honestly, I don’t know how I feel about that.

The train carriage slows to a halt and, mercifully, the door opens right in front of me. It’s every person for themselves, so I shuffle my way on, ahead of my competitor, the other Bengali lady with the pram and the baby in a sling. Like I say, everyone for themselves. The universe has been kind to me today; there is even a seat at a table. Now, I have to put the pram somewhere. Damn, I wish I had those trendy, foldable prams. My sturdy, bulky gift from mum, for which I am grateful, is taking up lots of space. I can hear the huffs as people manoeuvre around it. It’s like road rage without the cars.

One man makes a point of glowering as he sits at the table.

Miserable git.

He doesn’t know how good he’s got it, getting public transport without a baby in a pram. The lady with the pushchair and baby carrier stands near the door. I feel a hint of guilt about that but everyone else should feel worse. They are able-bodied and without children. Any one of them could’ve given her a seat.

Bloody London.

The train makes that screeching sound as it moves off. I breathe a sigh of relief. We are on our way home. I made it.

I peer over the bassinet to check on H2. Crap, she’s woken up. Probably due to all the shoving by fellow commuters. I rock her gently in the pram, pushing the foam handle back and forth to create a rhythmic motion to complement the gentle movement of the train. She’s staring at the ceiling, wide-eyed. Oh no, please don’t cry. Please don’t cry and cause a scene on the train.

She can’t see me. She’s in that awful newborn position of being flat on her back, facing upwards. The ceiling of the carriage, with its bright white light, is hardly conducive to soothing a baby that’s just woken up. I see her face creasing up. Then she lets out a yelp. An alarm goes off in my body. One that only I can hear. I shush her. She continues, crying louder and louder. I don’t know what to do. Should I pick her up? I don’t even know how I can without toppling over in the moving carriage. Imagine me falling down with H2 on a packed-out train? I’d die. I’d simply die.

The moody man sat opposite me, wearing a cheap, shiny suit, glances over. Or was that a glare? It wouldn’t surprise me given his overall huffiness. What’s his problem? Has he never heard a baby cry before? Weirdo.  

I need solidarity.

Where’s that supermum with the baby in the sling? Oh yeah, she’s standing near the door after I barged my way through and took one of the few available seats.

H2’s cries are getting louder. I hunch over the pram, shaking along with the carriage, and scoop my arm underneath her back and lift her out. Her head jerks back. Bloody hell, support the neck! Support the neck! I should be better at this. I’ve had her for two weeks.  

I place my feet wide apart and squat down like a sumo wrestler in an attempt to safely return to my seat. She’s still doing the baby wail, using all of her lungs to let out a piercing scream. Her mouth is so agape that I can see her tongue shaking with each screech.

With one hand, I reach into my giant mum bag and grab the instant baby formula. I grab the tiny bottle and place it near her mouth. She gags, then moves her face away and continues crying, her tongue quivering with fury. I can’t win. I can’t win any of this. She won’t latch on to the breast and she retches at the bottle. What am I supposed to do? What can I feed this girl?

Suddenly, she stops with her echoey cry and lets me put the bottle into her mouth. Oh, thank God for that.

I take a second to look around. Everyone is doing everything to avoid the novelty of a newborn on public transport. An older lady is looking out of the window. Other people have their eyes closed. Some stare at their shoes. Most face their mobile phones.

The carriage takes a sharp turn. I cradle H2 with both hands and drop the bottle of formula in the process. It falls to the ground and rolls across to the end of a four-seater opposite me.

Fucking hell.

H2 resumes her crying symphony. I can’t take it. I want to cry myself. I feel my heart rate quicken. It’s everything. Her cries. The stares. The shame. Mostly the shame. The shame I feel because I can’t look after my own daughter.

All these people, judging with their eye rolls, don’t they know that babies have small stomachs and unpredictable feelings that can only be expressed by crying?

The superwoman with the baby and toddler is looking out of the window. Her toddler son is holding an iPad, while the baby is fast asleep. I wish one of her two would start crying. I could do with the diversion.

There’s only one thing for it. I’m going to have to try and feed her myself. I’ll need to breastfeed in public, on a carriage full of pissed-off commuters. I can’t believe it’s come to this. Mum and my prudish big sis would be horrified if they knew but I can’t think about them right now. I just need to put an end to this torture. For me and her.

I attempt to be as discreet as possible, loosening my pashmina around H2’s head and unclipping my ugly mum bra. First, she gags and then she gives in. Poor thing, she must be exhausted. She didn’t ask for this. She didn’t ask for any of this. She didn’t choose to live in central London. She didn’t ask for such a traumatic birth. She didn’t ask for a mum who couldn’t figure out this most basic thing of how to feed her own baby.

H2 is clamping down with tight gums. It feels like fire but I don’t dare take her off. I’d rather endure this than hear her cries.

The cheap, shiny-suited guy rolls his eyes at me. That is definitely in judgment. Dickhead.

H2 seems satiated as she pulls away and is a vision of peace, with watery milk around her mouth. I re-clip my bra, regain some dignity and pat her around the mouth with my pashmina.

Gosh, the pre-mummy me would never use a piece of clothing to wipe anything. The pre-mummy me would’ve at least had a packet of tissues handy in her bag. The pre-mummy me would’ve been organised. The pre-mummy me wouldn’t be this messy.

The pre-mummy me is gone. I’m not sure if she’ll ever come back.

I breathe a sigh of relief as we get to my stop, Watney Market. The spring air cools my head. Now all I need to do is safely get off the DLR, negotiate my way to the lift, then walk home while H2 hopefully stays asleep in the soothing motion of the pram.

Just as I exit the train, it starts raining. Great, I don’t even have an umbrella, or a hood. A horde of people rush past me and make a beeline for the lift. Many of whom, I might add, look like they are perfectly capable of taking the stairs.

Even the superwoman with the baby in the sling and the pram does something that is worthy of a round of applause. She takes the toddler out of the pram, keeps the baby in the sling, folds up the pram and carries it with one hand, holding her toddler daughter with the other.

I want to be like her when I grow up.  

The lift quickly becomes full and even though people do their best to squeeze themselves into the walls to make space for me and my massive pram, I’m too claustrophobic to join them. Instead, I wait outside for the lift to come back again. I glance over at H2. Her eyes are open, her mouth is trembling. Then, her face creases up in the all-too-familiar way.

Tears again.

Having first felt proud of myself for making my way on the DLR to meet the trauma lady, now I can’t help but think, was it even worth it?  
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17th April, Recollection
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Having reflected on the birth reflection meeting, I can say with confidence that it was a load of crap. Instead, I shall turn to Google for solace.  

However, it’s difficult to find an answer in the vastness of the internet when you don’t actually know what you’re asking.

I just feel... I don’t know... I can’t explain.

Deep down, in my innermost layer, I feel that life has ended. Ironic, as I’ve just given life to the world. And don’t get me wrong, it’s impossible to quantify the depth of love I feel for this tiny human but, at the same time, she comes with challenges. One being sleep. I don’t remember what normal sleep was like before. Proper sleep. Where I’d actually dream. Will it ever come back? Will I ever come back?

I think I need to write this stuff down. journalling my feelings has helped me so far in life. From the quest to find a husband, marrying him, negotiating newlywed life, redundancy, being a boss, pregnancy... maybe it’ll help me with motherhood. Right now, I need all the help I can get.

Words are therapy, after all. So I need to revisit those experiences I’ve pushed to the pit of my stomach since H2 came into the world.

Here goes...


Immediately after H2 was born, she was taken away from me.

I lost a lot of blood. 180mls, to be precise. Of course, I was blissfully unaware of this because I just had a baby. She came out crying and was placed in my arms for the first time while I lay on the bed in my giant, Instagram-worthy birthing room. Within moments, several other healthcare professionals came into the room, including one senior consultant. They did their best poker faces, smiling and asking how I felt, while Alison, the midwife who helped deliver H2, couldn’t quite keep up the facade. Her face was white with shock. I focused on my new baby and ignored the scene in the corner of my eye where Alison and the other brilliant midwife, Claire, scooped up clots of blood from the floor.

The senior consultant instructed M to hold H2. I was hooked up to various IVs again. I didn’t mind so much, as I already had fresh needles in my veins from the labour itself. In some strange way, I felt like a VIP. I was being wheeled around from the birthing unit to the bright white lights of the hospital corridor.  

En route, I felt my stomach spin before the copious amounts of gas I had been inhaling came out in projectile vomit. The poor, poor midwives. They cleaned it up and changed me without issue. God bless the NHS. They are amazing. The things they do without flinching.

We ended up in a dark room. A man in scrubs, who introduced himself as a surgeon whose name I now forget, told me a whole bunch of stuff. His voice was low. His tone sombre. He talked about a third-degree tear. Unexpected blood loss. Emergency stitching. An epidural. Side effects. Fecal incontinence. A year of recovery.

I had to sign a form. I had tubes injected into both arms. My fingers were numb. How could I sign this? What was I signing? I looked for M. He was gone. Another lady was holding my baby.  

I asked if I could speak to my husband. They said there’s no time.

All I could think was, what would happen if I didn’t sign the form? If I didn’t undergo this procedure? What was the worst-case scenario? But a bigger thought occurred to me... after going through labour with only gas and air, I now had to have an epidural. Now? Having done all the hard work? Endured all the pain?

The irony.

I asked if M could be in the room while I was being stitched. They said no, it’s a sterile environment. Then I wondered what would happen if I died in surgery or became paralysed. What would happen to my baby? Is this how my story would end?



My phone pings. It’s M, messaging me from work:

Hey babe, how are my two favourite people doing?

I reply: We are fine x

What else is there to say?

I then add: How are you?

He replies: Good. This new boss seems nicer than the old one. He’s going to take me and a few others out to lunch.

Crap. I haven’t even asked about his new job. He only started yesterday. To be honest, I wish he was home for longer. I so desperately wish he was with me now. That I didn’t have to do this alone. I cried as soon as he went out of the door yesterday. I felt so vulnerable without my safety blanket husband, but he had to go. There was no other choice.

M had been out of work for months, which had caused a huge rift between us. I was constantly on his case about getting a job, so I had no room to complain now that he was employed. Plus, with me barely working, having lost many clients during my pregnancy, we need the money. We have a baby to support.

I look over to M’s other favourite person, H2. She is currently asleep, wedged under my arm while I use my spare hand to journal my thoughts on my iPhone notes. Gone are the days of writing down with pen and paper. Now, it’s survival. I have to use whatever tools necessary in the most awkward of positions.

I reply to M: Enjoy lunch x

I don’t mean that. I’m insanely jealous. What I would give to be able to eat without being tethered to a newborn. What I would give to have a hot meal and be able to actually eat it while it’s hot. What a luxury that would be.

I close my text messages and re-open my notes. Where was I? Oh yes, what if I die?

H2 moves, startled. I don’t know why, I’ve kept my left arm as still as possible. Despite needing a wee, I daren’t move. She opens her eyes briefly. Then she opens her gummy mouth and contorts it into what looks like the beginnings of a cry.

Bloody hell.

Then she closes her mouth and rolls her eyes back to sleep.

I’ll take that as a win.  

Back to journalling.


Going into the theatre was the scariest thing I’ve done in my life. I didn’t have my husband. I didn’t have my baby. I signed away my life.

The anaesthetist saw it in my face when I went into theatre.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

I couldn’t even keep my eyes open.

“Fed up?” he asked.  

That was a more appropriate question.

“I just want to go home,” I replied.

He was as friendly as could be, given that his job was to stab me in the back. He tried to find some commonality, telling me his wife was also from Manchester and he likes it up north. People are friendly there. In between, he muttered to colleagues that he couldn’t find the correct place in my spine to inject the epidural. I closed my eyes and prayed, wondering what would happen if he missed the mark. Would I end up paralysed? How often does that happen? I was told it was very rare, one in 1000 or something like that. What if I was the one in that thousand? And, I hadn’t even been able to speak to my mum or my husband, or hold my baby one more time.  

A nurse came in with a message. Apparently, my baby wouldn’t stop crying so they wanted to know if they could give her some formula milk. Oh my God, my baby hasn’t eaten a thing. I hadn’t breastfed her. She was taken away. I said yes, of course, please feed her! Formula milk was her first meal.  

The anaesthetist called another colleague to look at my back. Was it that unusual? I thought I had a regular spine. I took a deep breath. I said another silent prayer as I felt the needle touch my skin.

Then I heard the words I needed to hear. “Okay, that’s all done.” But there was more. Of course, there was more. “You might be a bit shaky as a side-effect of the epidural and you’ll be numb below the waist so you won’t be able to move your legs.”  

It’s strange, the most serious condition I’ve ever had which required the help of a healthcare professional was a low level of vitamin D and iron. Yet, no sooner had I become a mum that I was faced with this.

I can’t remember much else of the procedure itself. I was numb. I didn’t feel a thing. They quietly talked around me as though I wasn’t there. I happily accepted that, wishing I was another being in another body.  

Then, I was wheeled out. I caught a glimpse of a window going through the corridor, enough to see that it was pitch black outside. I was in a strange alternate reality where I didn’t know what time of day it was, or what day of the week, for that matter.

The room I ended up in was a high dependency unit. That’s when I realised that things had gotten real.

When M came through, holding H2, he looked horrified. “You’re shaking a lot.”

“It’s a side-effect of the epidural,” I managed to mutter through chattering teeth. “Where did you go when I was signing the forms?”

“Sorry, babe,” he replied. “I haven’t been to the toilet in 10 hours. I desperately needed the loo. I didn’t realise they were going to make you sign anything. Otherwise, I would’ve held it in longer.”

Standard M.

He wasn’t allowed to stay overnight. I was left to it. With a drip in each arm and a baby in the clear plastic crib next to me. I couldn’t move my toes, let alone feed her. When she cried, I pressed the buzzer to see if somebody would help.

I received a few tuts.

One healthcare worker even said to me: “You're a mum now. You’ll have to figure out how to settle her.”  

Settle her? I couldn’t even settle myself with wires and drips and a rattling jaw. The thing is, being in a high dependency unit, there were people in much more critical conditions than me. I was low on the food chain priority. One nurse took pity on me and gave H2 a bottle. This was enough to send her into a deep sleep. I didn’t even look at my baby during this time. I was too busy feeling sorry for myself.  

I made a half-arsed attempt to put her on my breast, with the help of another health worker. The lady, who was of Indian origin, told me that she birthed all three children by herself, as her husband was unwilling to be with her during labour. She also told me that breastfeeding was supposed to hurt when she saw me wince in pain. Again, I was told, repeatedly, I’m a mum now. This is my lot.  

I think I managed to get some sleep that night. In between the noises from the various monitors going off and alarms sounding.

In the morning, the consultant who had stitched me up came around to check my vitals on the monitor next to me. He talked to a colleague as though I was invisible. A faceless, nameless patient. I tried to make eye contact. I was used to being addressed. In work. In life. Everywhere. I wanted to tell him: “Look! I’m a person! I can speak English, too. Can you just say some words to make me feel normal again?”

He finally looked at me and asked if I was okay. How I was feeling, given that I lost so much blood. I said I felt okay, and he went off to deal with another patient. I didn’t take it personally. I know he’s busy. These consultants are run off their feet.

The kind nurse, who helped me breastfeed H2 the night before, came to look at her and gasped. My baby had done a giant black poop. I didn’t know how long she’d been sleeping in it but I remember the feeling of guilt, shame, and failure. That was the wake-up call I needed. H2’s number two made me accept what everyone had been telling me - I’m a mum now. I need to get my shit together.



I turn off my iPhone notes. That’s enough writing for today. That’s enough reliving. I’m tired. More tired than I ever thought I would be. I put the phone to my side and gently ease my body lower so I can lie next to H2.

She immediately wakes up.  
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19th April, An evening stroll
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“Should we go for a walk? It’s the weekend, after all!” says M, as if that makes a difference to me. Unlike him, my day is feed, change, repeat.

“Why not?” I say. I guess it’s the parental equivalent of a night out.

We go for a familiar walk down Commercial Road, then to Fenchurch Street.

“Shall we go towards the Tower of London?” asks M.  

“Sure, Tower Bridge is one of my favourite bridges.”  

H2 is wide awake, even though it’s 8pm. Is it socially unacceptable to have a newborn awake and out on the town so late? I’m not sure what’s appropriate. All I can say is, we are the only people pushing a pram. There’s not another baby in sight.  

The Tower of London, bathed in golden spotlights, never fails to impress me. Nestled among the skyscrapers and modern buildings, this centuries-old castle still remains.

“Should I take her out of the pram and get a photo together?” asks M.

“I’ll take a photo of you two. I don’t fancy capturing myself looking like this.” I stare down at my well-worn trainers.  

“What are you on about? You look fine.”

“Come on now, we both know that’s not true. My face is still puffy like a squirrel and I haven’t even brushed my hair. That girl over there...” I point towards a raven-haired goddess, posing with her back to the camera, looking out onto the River Thames, “she looks fine.”

This girl has trained her husband/partner well. He is patiently clicking away while she runs her fingers through her hair, then puts her hands in the air.

She turns around and the first thing I see is a pregnant belly. A very pregnant belly, by the looks of things. Then our eyes meet.

“Bloody hell!”

“What is it?” M asks, clutching H2.

“It’s my cousin, Naila. You know, the makeup artist who’s also an influencer. Of all the people to bump into.”

“The one who married the English guy?”

“Yes! And she’s with him right now.”

Darren and Naila look at each other as if they’re deciding whether or not to acknowledge they’ve seen us. I wouldn’t mind if she ignored us. After all, it’s not like we’re close or anything. Despite us both living in London and me loving her parents, Uncle Tariq and Auntie Rukhsana, I barely see Naila.

“Shall we go over and say hi?” M asks. “They’ve not met this little monkey.”

“No need. It looks like they’re coming towards us.”

Naila and Darren walk over, hand-in-hand. Where is baby Ibrahim? Who have they left him with?

“I haven’t seen you in ages!” Naila gives me a hug, and her protruding belly presses against my squishy, postpartum stomach. “Me and Darren thought we better get the date nights in while we can. Make use of mum and dad babysitting Ibrahim before the new one arrives.” She strokes her belly.

“Salaamalaykum, how’s it going?” Darren offers a manly handshake to M, who reciprocates with the one free hand that isn’t wrapped around our newborn baby.

I’ve never seen Darren in the flesh. I’ve seen his photos on Naila’s Instagram. He’s impressively tall but I guess I’m comparing him to standard Bengali men's height. He can also pull off a man bun, which I thought most men couldn’t, and he’s wearing skinny jeans that are borderline inappropriate. Must keep my eyes up.

“Man, is this your girl?” Naila interrupts my appraisal of Darren. “Let’s have a look!” She runs her long-nailed fingers across H2’s tiny chin. I’m scared she’ll maim her with those talons. “Aww man, you do all the hard work and they come out looking like their dad.” Naila laughs, throwing her head back.

“So I keep being told,” I reply. “When are you due?”

“Not for another four months yet. I know, I’ve properly popped this time. I can’t wait to snap back once the baby is born.”

I can hear snippets of conversation between Darren and M. I think they’re discussing the sleepless nights. M is saying it’s pretty bad. He doesn’t know the half of it.

“Anyway,” Naila continues, “you should come round. There’s a lot more space now we’ve got a house. There are three bedrooms, so plenty of room for you to stay.”

As we live in London, there would be no real reason for me to need to stay at Naila’s house. However, I smile politely.

“We’re going to grab some food now, if you fancy a burger? We’re heading to Tinsel Town, inshallah,” says Darren, hands stuffed in his pockets.

M looks to me. I could tell he’d love to have a burger with a mountain of nachos. We used to go to that place all the time. However, now it feels unreachable. We’d have to get there by Tube, it’s already late and I don’t know when H2 is due to sleep. Plus Tinsel Town is always packed, noisy and full of young people. I couldn’t comprehend doing this with H2.  

“Another time,” I reply, much to my husband’s disappointment.

Once Naila and Darren say goodbye and head to the next stop of their date, M asks if I want to eat somewhere.

“No,” I reply. “I just want to go home.”
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21st April, Clock watching
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I’ve never clock-watched so much in my life. In all my years in the corporate sector, fighting the good PR fight, I was never like this. Now, I’m counting the minutes until M comes home. Annoyingly, the more I check the time, the slower it seems to pass.

It’s 4.55pm.

With any luck, M will be back around 5.45pm. Now, what can baby H2 and I do to fill the time? She’s already done a poo. I’ve sterilised her bottles for the second time. I put her on the bed, where she lay like a prawn and roared like a baby lion. By roar, I mean full-on crying.

The thing is, in this incredibly early stage of life, babies don’t really do much apart from cry and feed. Apparently they do a lot of sleeping too, though I found with this one, it’s in short fits and bursts, rather than proper naps.

I know, perhaps a bit of journalling will help.


The day after H2 was born... or was it two days after? It was all a bit of a blur.

Anyway, I was transferred into my own room at the hospital. I seem to have a bit of luck getting special treatment there. However, having my own space was a mixed blessing. My anxiety escalated as there was nobody to ask if everything was okay, if I’m breastfeeding properly, napping her properly. I had a buzzer for help. However, in using it, I felt like I was putting everyone out.

I became rather famous in the hospital, in the worst possible way. I was known as the lady who had a third-degree tear. People would remind me of it, grimacing. Nurses, physios, everyone knew about my torn labia.  

It was only when I had a chance to Google that I learnt there is a 1% chance of that happening. Like I say, the worst possible notoriety. I was also the subject of awe, as people were surprised how well I looked given that I’d lost so much blood.

The next couple of days were rough. I was being checked constantly. I couldn’t get H2 to latch on properly. And she would be crying for hours in the evening. M finally convinced me to give her another bottle. I asked a member of staff for milk and she looked at me like I was the devil incarnate. Was formula milk really that bad?

It’s funny, when I was pregnant, I was so worried about being carted out of the hospital before I’m ready. I’d heard so many stories of women being hurried out due to a shortage of beds. I hadn’t considered the alternative- staying, indefinitely, in a room without a window.

I passed the time by attending breastfeeding workshops, which took place at the ward. Other women there had C-sections, or were riddled with other complications. I was in good company. We all sat there, flashing the lactation consultant as we attempted to feed our sleepy babies. What happens on the ward and all that. When baby H2 wasn’t sleeping, she’d occasionally latch on. Or so I believed.  

However, in the privacy of my room, it didn’t go so well. One night, she wouldn’t stop screaming. I was desperate and unsure what to do. I walked into the ward, hoping, praying that someone would notice me. However, many other babies were crying, too. Mine wasn’t a special case.

She finally slept on M, exhausted. She was on his shoulder while he sat on the chair. For much of that night, I was awake with anxiety. M’s method reminded me of all the things I’d been told about dangerous co-sleeping.  

Then, I think on day three, there were whispers that I might be able to go home. A nurse came in to take some blood but she struggled.

I’d been injected so much that there weren’t really any new places. She told me I had bad veins. I cried buckets. The nurse was surprised that her flippant comment had triggered me so much.  

M came in, prompting the nurse to leave, saying she’d come for my blood later.

M, looking confused and worried, put his arms around me while I collapsed into him, sobbing like a child.

I repeated over and over again: “I want to go home. I want to go home. I want to go home.”



I close my iPhone notes. I need to lighten the mood.

I know, I’ll put H2 down and make a cup of tea.

It’s a military operation. I have to be stealthy. I get the baby basket with one hand and carry it to the living room. I bend my legs, as far as my thirtysomething knees can take me and put H2 down, feet first. It’s working. It’s working! I slowly let her roll onto the mattress.

Damn, I got too confident and her head shunted at the end. She opens her eyes for a second. Shit. Please don’t wake up now. Please don’t wake up now.

I pat her on her belly, in an attempt to send her back to slumber. H2 slowly closes her eyes again, as though she’s exhausted by all this fussing.

My God. That’s a first. I’ve got this.

Not only does H2 let me pour the kettle, she even stays asleep, while I steep the teabag for three whole minutes, ensuring that the tea is as dark as can be, before I dilute it with milk.

I rest my red mug on the coffee table and sit back. It only took me however many days but I’m here. I’m having a brew while my baby naps, just as the baby expert promised in the parenting book.

This is the perfect time to take a selfie. Just to show the world, and mainly my influencer/makeup artist cousin, Naila, that I have nailed parenthood. That I am winning. I turn my phone to selfie mode. Okay, I’ve looked better. My eyebrows are due another threading session, I’m devoid of makeup and I look parched. It’s fine, I can break my golden rule of no filters on this occasion.

I raise the phone to the light, tilting it towards my face to make myself appear delicate and dainty. I could probably add a hashtag. Something like #MumLife. Or, maybe #motherhoodunfiltered, or #motherhoodunplugged. That’s another one I’ve seen people use. Actually, I wonder whether I should pose nearer to the Moses basket. I don’t show H2’s face on social media, but it’s okay to show the basket in the background. It makes the photo seem more authentic. Here’s another thought- I could lift her into my arms and have her face snuggled into my chest. Maybe not, that’d just wake her up. Or would it? After all, she prefers being in my arms.  
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