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To all the brown babies out there, 


especially my two. This is all for you.
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To be loved, baby, hard, at once, and forever, 


to strengthen you against the loveless world . . .


James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time, 1962


It makes me glad


That you will have things I have never had


When out of men’s hearts all the hate is hurled


You’re gonna live in a better world


Brown baby


Oscar Brown Jr
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I never considered becoming a parent myself until my mum died. I’d like to think there was a moment when the switch flicked on, or the force field came down, or the upgrade happened (between the hours of 1 a.m. and 4 a.m., plugged into a power source, wi-fi switched on). It was nothing like that. Nothing dramatic happened. There was no tearful staring out over a field of bluebells, no Proustian cake-chewing revelation and no need to cement my legacy. You didn’t appear to me in a dream. I didn’t read a saccharine poem about inheritance. I didn’t hold a friend’s baby and suddenly have the big final chorus of Barry Manilow’s ‘Looks Like We Made It’ erupt in my head. Nope. I did not hear that over-the-top big-voiced earnest finale rattle through my ear hairs.


You just arrived. One minute, your mum and I were getting drunk at Christmas and the next, there you were, in my arms. Asleep. Your clenched fists covering your face, much like they did on the ultrasound. Your nails were long. Your eyes were closed. You . . . looked just like her. Just like my mum. Maybe it was a trick of my imagination. Or some sort of sleep-deprived adrenaline-fuelled tether, to bring you into the family. Maybe you just sorta looked like Mum in the way babies and old people are indistinguishably vole-like in certain lights. I tried to capture it on my camera. But you know how photographs capture moments and never the narratives that prescribe them? Some photographs lack intent. Others capture fragments and only you can zero in on the history of that moment. Everyone else can just see the vole-baby with her claws over her face.


I look at it now and that photo of you looks like you and not like her. My mind was playing tricks on me in those early moments because when I first took in your face, all I could see was my mum. It was like she was alive again and I was whole.


The quick cameraphone photo I took, when I checked it hours later, on the toilet – because this was the only sanctum left (how wrong I was; I have no sanctum), in the maelstrom of your first day on Earth, where I could justify looking at my phone – looked nothing like what I thought I had captured. It looked like you. And not her. The photograph was of your face, a new entry, something I had not seen before, someone I had not yet met. A stranger. And yet, when I walked back into the bedroom, and saw you, asleep on your back, in your own mother’s arms, the only light coming from the landing, I saw it again. I saw her in you.


Were you her, reborn?


I shook the thought from my head. How could I project onto a baby, the blankest of canvases, my own grief? How unfair.


And when you cried, I took you in my arms, and went into another room. I stood in the window and swayed from side to side. The curtains were open and I looked out into the windows of the flats behind our house. The man with the beard was washing up, as he always seemed to do. In the room below him, two people I’d never seen before were holding on to a bowl and moving it in a slow, controlled ceremonious circle between them. I don’t know what an ayahuasca ceremony looks like but I wondered if the bowl had some sort of hallucinogenic liquid in it. The guy who had his window open every single day all year round for unknown reasons that drove me crazy with speculation had his window open.


I say none of this so you think I’m a creep who spends his time staring into other people’s homes.


I say this so you know that, in that moment, as I stared down at you, trying to take stock of the fact that my entire world had changed, my entire life was on a new course, everything else around us was exactly as it should be. The world continued to turn and not move to the beat of just one drum. And that grounded me. It stopped me freaking the fuck out.


In India, the Ganges river is worshipped as representative of the goddess Ganga. Ashes are scattered in the Ganges. People wash themselves as a way of honouring Ganga, hoping to wash away sins, have a new start, change their fortune. Moksha. It is freedom from life and death. That’s what Ganga can bring us. The Ganges descends from heaven to earth. She is also the vehicle of ascent, from earth to heaven, a crossing point of all beings, the living as well as the dead. We scattered my mother’s ashes in the Ganges. And here she was, reborn in you, my Ganga. My liberation from life and death. My fortune. You were my Ganga. A renewal. You were my moksha. Bringing me a sense of rebirth, emancipation, enlightenment, liberation and release. I had been knocked off course by my mum’s death. And now here you were. To bring me back.


My Ganga.


I held you tight.


I sang to you. Quietly. So your mum could sleep. I sang ‘Brown Baby’, a lullaby by Oscar Brown Jr, inspired by the birth of his son, Oscar III. I knew the song, Brown’s first recorded one, from a cover Nina Simone performed live at the Village Gate in 1962. Your mum had heard it randomly one day on the radio, not long after we knew she was pregnant with you. She sent me a link to it and I felt a weakness in my knees, knowing that the sentiment applied to us as well. So I sang it to you on your first night, a way of saying hello, letting you know what sort of world awaited you, who was in your corner and how we were going to get through this.


I sang it to you softly, Ganga. It felt apt. Here you were, a brown baby, born into a world that felt less welcoming to you than it should have done, a new citizen of a country that used to be better at pretending it was friendly towards immigrants and their kin – you know, when we were gonna do the shitty jobs no one else wanted to do. You know, saris, steel bands and samosas. I sang and I cried because I was so tired and the sleep deprivation made that song’s lyrics resonate loudly.


When out of men’s heart all hate is hurled


Sweetie you gonna live in a better world


Brown baby brown baby brown baby.


I knew the song was about the civil rights struggle in America, but with all the injustice around us in this country and with this bubbling hate I was seeing online, it felt important in that moment to tell you that you were a brown baby. And I had your back.


‘Listen,’ I told you, holding you up and whispering in your ears. ‘You are a proud brown woman. My mum would have loved to have met you. But she isn’t here and I will do everything I can to ensure that I raise you as she would have liked to have seen. She came from a family of activists. Her brother made UK legal history. Her dad won awards for his humanitarian work. My mum broke patriarchal taboos in our culture in the Sixties. And I don’t want to be the sort of nonsense dad who tells you what you can and can’t do, who you should and shouldn’t be. I just want you to know, brown baby, that you can be whoever you want to be. Unless you really want to be a dickhead. Please don’t be a dickhead.’


At this point you started crying because, well, you’d been alive for three hours and already this stranger was monologuing at you while we spied on the neighbours.


I looked up. Now, the two people waving the ceremonial bowl had stopped what they were doing. One pressed the other against the window and they kissed.


I turned my back to them, to give them some privacy, and carried on singing.


I want you to stand up tall and proud


And I want you to speak up clear and loud


Brown baby.


Grief is a trickster. It lacks consistency or reason. It sets traps in the banal and mundane. It never arrives at the significant moments you expect it to. My mum’s birthday is never an explosion of tears. The actual day, the death day, the day she died, it’s often just a Monday or a Tuesday. Sometimes a Wednesday. Every now and then a Thursday, Friday or Saturday. The days it hurts, they’re frequent and they’re randomly generated. Grief refuses to let me go. It won’t show its hand. It will give you the time you need to move forward before creeping up slowly behind you to remind you it’s always there.


Grieving is like parenting because it morphs, stretches and shrinks time. Grief freezes everything. It freezes my mum’s advice. It freezes our relationship. It freezes us at the last point we spoke. I don’t want to remember it. It was horrible. And because the last time we spoke, we argued, it remains how I remember my mother. We would have gotten over the silly argument. And she would have gone on to give me advice on raising you. Your mum has her mum. I have the internet. Now you are old enough to ask questions, I don’t always know the right things to tell you. You’re curious. I try to have transparent conversations with you, Ganga. You want to know about the world. And the world is messy. It’s the kitchen drawer where you shove everything that has no place of its own. It’s scary and hard and horrible and sometimes I wish my mum was there to tell me how to answer you.


All I can do is navigate your questions and try to work out the best way forward. And not lie to you. Because no matter how much my mum and I didn’t say what was in our hearts, she never lied to me about the messiness of the world. The world was one big baby poo on her knee.


I write this just after you’ve turned five. But you are one, and a day old, and four, and fourteen all at once. Each hour lasts a day, the days seem endless but the weeks slip away. My mum was alive yesterday and ten years ago and a year ago and days ago all at once. Frozen at that argument. The one I will carry with me for all time. And with you, our relationship is frozen, in this moment, in front of the window. You could be one, and a day old, and four, and fourteen all at once, but you will always be this baby, in my arms, in this window, being sung to. You will always be my brown baby.


I remember looking for Mum’s address book in the days after she died. It was in her handbag, which would remain at the bottom of the stairs in my childhood home for about a year. I wanted to call an old friend of hers to organize a visit, and fill in those years of her life when she wasn’t a parent. Who was she when she wasn’t laden with expectation? She didn’t talk too much of this time, other than the occasional sound bite about insisting she got a job to secure her financial independence from her parents, and that she slept a lot, and she wore miniskirts, which caused huge scandals.


Only Auntie Lesley could tell me who she was, what she thought and how she felt. Only Auntie Lesley knew of her interior. Grief pushes away everything other than the times when our departed were their best. We retell perfect memories until they become abstractions and fragments. Nothing remains of the person that remains physical, metaphysical. We mourn them in times we were all happy. But what does that give us of a person?


Rifling through Mum’s handbag brought her alive again. There was the change purse I used to steal pound coins from as a child. There were the tissues, bunched-up, encased in her DNA. There were her keys. Her ‘J’ keyring, from EuroDisney. I bought that for her. A compact mirror and a wad of notebook papers. I pulled them out to see what they were.


It was her handwriting. Small and round, like you. Blue biro. Shopping lists. The usual mundane stuff you’d need for a big shop: pasta, bread, cheese, tomatoes, washing-up liquid, toilet paper.


It wasn’t just her handwriting. It was proof she’d lived. And that she had a life beyond that perfect memory of that holiday in Mombasa, or the way we used to share snacks and watch American sitcoms, or her laugh, or her biting tongue making barbed comments about people we knew, before laughing it off. Or her dhal bhatt shaak rotli.


It was her every day.


I looked into the kitchen from my vantage point at the bottom of the stairs and I could see her perfectly again. Standing there, leaning over the table, one flip-flopped foot up on a bench, a steel bowl in front of her as she cut and diced potatoes into the palm of her hand with that terrible black serrated knife that was used for everything from cutting cheese to chopping onions to searing chicken to piercing the film on vacuum-sealed containers of ham.


I could hear her humming along to Sunrise Radio. The occasional bursts of steam from a pressure cooker. I could hear her calling my name. Ni-KaaaaaSH. Your fai’s name, always growled. Forcing us from our sedentary positions, either watching television or reading (me) or chatting shit to friends on the phone (your fai).


The power of seeing her handwriting was enough to remind me that she held a pen, in her right hand, and it pressed hard against notebook paper, as she went through the fridge and cupboards. The fingers of her hand, linked to muscles receiving information from a brain that was fuelled by a heart.


She was alive again.


I didn’t call Auntie Lesley that day. I wasn’t ready. I was too overcome with the burden of loss again. This time, she wasn’t just dead. I had lost her again. Because when I blinked, she wasn’t there. The kitchen was empty, quiet and too clean. It hadn’t been used in months, beyond the toaster and the microwave. The full fridge of my mum’s was now empty. A few old vegetables, condiments, milk and alcohol. That was it for my dad. He couldn’t even buy blocks of cheese anymore. Maybe using that black serrated knife was too much for him. He bought bags of grated cheese and pre-sliced cheese.


Grief gave me no time and yet it was all about time. Things will get easier with time, the cliché goes. What tends to happen is that the pain of that visceral loss dulls. But a dull ache can still occasionally twinge and spasm and remind you of what it once was. Grief isn’t something you can push down until it’s at the bottom of the wardrobe, like a forgotten, once-cherished band T-shirt. It certainly isn’t something that requires a new coat of paint.


Rumi once wrote, ‘Don’t grieve. Anything you lose comes around in another form.’ And then, there you were, Ganga, in my arms.


I now had you.


One of your favourite books at the moment is Nick Sharratt’s You Choose, which allows the reader to pick from a multitude of themed images to constantly reimagine what their lives could be. Today I chose to live on top of a hill overlooking the sea (you noted my fear of heights), and I was going to wear rocketship pyjamas every day and be a painter and decorator and eat pizza and travel by bike.


Whenever we pore over the job pages, you choose, without fail, to be a vet. Once you asked me what I did for a living.


‘I write books,’ I told you.


You looked at me, like, is that a job?


‘Which books, Daddy?’ you asked.


I took you upstairs and showed you the stack of books I’ve worked on. You flicked through a few and then looked at me, confused, disappointed. Probably because it was all words. No pictures.


‘Will you write a book for me?’ you asked.


‘They’re all for you,’ I told you.


‘I want you to write me a book,’ you said again, tracing a face on one of the covers, staring intently at it.


‘I will,’ I said. ‘I swear to you, I will.’


I’m sorry there are no pictures.
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I don’t know how to make you proud of your skin colour. I figured it would be something we would talk about later, when you were older and starting to become more shaped by external factors. I didn’t want it to become an issue so early. Sadly, this is the reality of raising a child of colour in an institutionally racist country, where being white is seen as default. You see it in boardrooms and you see it on screens and you see it in the plasters we use to cover our skin when it tears. The comedian W. Kamau Bell talked about the paradox of the mixed-race child, how the one thing they’ll never be called is white. His children will always be Black or mixed race. When I look at you, I think perhaps you might end up passing for white. I don’t want you to. I don’t want you to ever consider yourself white. Is that bad? Sure, you are half white, but that half is a default that comes with a much more defined identity to topple into. Will you ever truly pass for white? Your name is hardly Anne Smith. And even then, not all Anne Smiths are white. As Bell says, though, it’ll probably never happen. You will be mixed race and you will be brown and no matter how you shape yourself, the moulds society present for you to fit into are fixed and immovable.


I don’t want to have this conversation so early, Ganga. I don’t want for me to make decisions about your identity before you’ve even considered it. Seeing you in the playground next to white children, I doubt this will ever really happen. You look so brown. As Zora Neale Hurston says, ‘I feel most coloured when thrown against a sharp white background.’ And where we live in Bristol is a sharp white background of a neighbourhood. I have to manage my own feelings and expectations and let you find your own way. But I know, that however you choose to self-identify when you’re older and making those decisions, the world will see you as a person of colour and treat you accordingly.


Once, you told me that you were a mix. You were a bit brown and a bit white. I told you that this made you light brown and that confused you. You wanted to be our Venn diagram. You wanted to be the bridge between us. You didn’t want to be more one than the other. You are quick to assert that you are a girl.


A consistent thing you said throughout your entire childhood was that you didn’t like the colour brown. It was too dark. Another time you told me it was dirty. Recently, you told me you wished I was white.


‘Then I will be white,’ you said.


‘Why?’ I replied.


‘I want to be like Mummy,’ you said before disappearing into another room, as if that was that and there was nothing more to say.


Colourism in South Asian communities is a huge problem. A huge societal problem that, sadly, makes a shitload of money. The fairer you are, the more value society places onto you, as a prospective spouse, in job opportunities, in terms of whether you’re a good person or not. In India alone, the skin-lightening industry attracts over 735 million consumers across a population of 1.35 billion people. That’s more than half the people in the country using some sort of skin-bleaching product to make themselves look lighter. That proximity to whiteness, it’s a hell of a drug. 


My mum would make us use a high-factor suncream every summer so we didn’t get too dark. Comments about how people look would invariably mention their skin tone. One of my cousins was very handsome, so fair, so lovely, just like the skin-bleaching cream. Another was so dark, maybe that’s why they were unmarried for so long. The ‘casual’ condemnation of people with darker tones is a powerful inward-projecting self-hatred, a racism of self, one that pushes us as close to white people as it can muster.


An advert for detergent in China was pulled in 2016 for its racist colourist depiction of purity. A woman forces a pouch of Qiaobi cleaning liquid into a Black man’s mouth before he is bundled into a washing machine and put on a cleaning cycle. When he emerges, he is now a smiling Asian man, and the slogan appears: Change begins with Qiaobi.


Colourism for us, for South Asians, has some roots in colonialism. During British rule, dark-skinned Indians were seen as less than able, and thus lighter-skinned Indians were prioritized for jobs. You just have to look at the Bollywood stars over the last twenty years to see that this never went away. And while things are changing, we still have a history of Bollywood actresses who are white-passing and often lightened on film posters to contend with. I read a story online about a group of young girls in Maharastra training to be flight crew through a government scholarship programme that aimed to empower women. The majority of girls were denied employment due to their darker skin tone; a few of those women found work, but only as out-of-sight ground crew.


To say you don’t like the colour brown is to state a preference, a priority of a palette of colours. You prefer bright colours, you say. You like pink and red and orange and yellow. The darker colours are not your favourite. You hate brown. Context weighs heavily on situations but so does history. Societal norms pervade in ways we cannot always see. You may be talking about felt tip pens. But you are also talking about the last two hundred years of history. You may be four but you are perpetuating tropes you are yet to even comprehend.


Your grandmother buys you a doll from America: Patty. Patty is a mixed-race doll, her skin tone is a . . . I pause here for a second because as I try to describe her skin colour, I realize all I have is sweet-based food options. That fetished, ‘edible’ stereotype. Skin colour delicious to eat. I nearly wrote caramel-skinned. But I would never describe Boris Johnson as having skin like boiled rice, so why compare Patty’s beautiful hue to a food? It’s demeaning. And lazy. And yet it’s the first image that comes to mind, Ganga. What have I even internalized? Patty is a brown doll, a beautiful brown doll. She smiles. Her hair is straight but thick, in pigtails.


She lies on the floor unused for months. We find her in the most random places. Shoved down the side of your bed, in your wardrobe, at the back of your cubby hole under the stairs, under some cushions, behind my armchair. We never see you playing with her. Part of the reason is you’re just not that into dolls. Your Baby Annabel also goes neglected. But Baby Annabel is never left in the same random places as Patty. Baby Annabel accumulates dust in and amongst some bits and bobs in a box. Meanwhile, Patty is actively hidden.


I don’t particularly realize it’s an issue for a long time. In my ignorance that there is a problem, I just find her in odd places and rescue her, leaving her somewhere prominent, only for her to disappear again.


One day, when I’m picking you up from nursery, the carer tells me you got very upset in the toddler room.


I ask what the problem was.


You were upset because the only doll left to play with was a brown one. You wanted to play with the peach one. When you were told that the brown one was the only one you could play with, you cried and cried and had to be calmed down. When I arrived, you were being coddled by the carer, too sad to play with your friends.


‘I don’t want to play with the brown one. Brown is dirty,’ you told the nursery worker.


Brown is dirty.


Suddenly brown is not the colour of a felt tip pen you don’t want to use to colour in a unicorn. Brown isn’t the hue of a dress you don’t want to wear because the pink one is much prettier. Suddenly, brown is dirty.


I didn’t really acknowledge I was a different skin colour to other people till I went to school and three kids would lick their wrists in the playground and pretend they tasted of milkshake. Whereas I, their theory went, must taste like shit.


I remember that shame only too well.


I remember the conflation of shit and curry only too well. Brown curry, brown poo, brown skin.


I remember having to change out of my school uniform the second I got home from school, into home clothes, a simple white jubo lengha, because the last thing my mum wanted was for my clothes to smell of her cooking.


‘The white boys will make fun of you,’ she told me. ‘Don’t give them that opportunity.’


Which I know now is laughable. Because as we all know, curry smells delicious.


I don’t raise the issue with you immediately. I’m trying to work out the best way to talk to you about it. To let you know that you are brown. Are you dirty? Is brown dirty or has society simply filed it as such? It needs to be done as respectfully as possible without causing you a complex. A few evenings later, we’re reading a book together. Mumbi, the doll a friend brought back from Sri Lanka, sits in my lap next to you. You pick Mumbi up and throw her to the floor.


I pick Mumbi back up and cuddle her and kiss her on the cheek, pretending she is upset and needs comforting.


‘That wasn’t very nice, throwing her to the floor,’ I say.


‘I don’t want her,’ you reply, tapping the book we’re reading, as if to say, can we get back to this please?


‘Why don’t you want her?’ I ask. ‘Do you not like her?’


‘I do like her,’ you say. ‘I do. She has a nice smile and she has pretty black hair.’


‘And gorgeous brown skin,’ I say.


‘I don’t want to be brown,’ you say, and look at me. You’re trying to work something out, and I don’t know how to help you through it. ‘I want to be like Mummy.’


‘You are brown. And that’s a good thing,’ I tell you, before returning to the book.


‘Okay,’ you sigh, with the air of a teenager whose embarrassing dad has just told them he will drive them to the school dance.


We carry on reading. Your resignation is heavy in my chest. Almost like your wanting to be more like your mum carries with it an implicit rejection of me.


When I share the story with friends later, they tell me I’m obsessing over race and colour and I’m contributing to making things more difficult for you.


One of them tells me that I am trying to control the narrative, while the other says kids have their own narrative, regardless of adult views and it’s my job to provide a loving environment for you. I am, she says, raising them in the world I’ve grown up in, rather than letting them discover their own world for themselves . . .


This hits me hard. Like I’m in the process of radicalizing you. Like we’re at the entry level of my brown revolutionary training camp (motto: let’s go to brown town; uniform: saris and kurtas; menu: mango with everything). There is a burden on parents of mixed-race children to give you the full picture, not shy away from, or ignore, parts of your cultural heritage. And love you no matter what. Listening to my friends tell me off for obsessing about your race and making you anxious about it as well makes me furious. These dappled snapshots of parental conversations, where you think you’re doing it the right way, where no one else raises kids like you, like if we all just followed your advice . . . it’s why I tend to avoid talking about these deeper issues. Why I stick to poop stories. And pretend I dislike my kids for comedic effect. Because to interrogate these real things is to open yourself up to criticism for something so innate and personal, about the very core of your identity.


We are in this world and the times we live in make it utterly incumbent on me to prepare you, Ganga. That’s why we have these conversations. We’re not ready for the utopia of which my friend speaks. The irony, that she is a white woman raising a brown baby, is not lost on me.


Scaachi Koul wrote in her memoir, One Day We’ll All Be Dead and None of This Will Matter, of her mixed-race niece that ‘We struggled towards whiteness, and soon she will have to develop her own definitions for the complexity of being two things at once. I want to stamp brownness on her, but in a way that protects her rather than exposes her. I can’t have it both ways.’


To tell you that brown isn’t dirty, that’s all I want to do. To ensure that you do not self-other, that you never look at brown people and see them as separate or different to you. That you do not sit in a room filled with cousins and kakas and kakis and bapujis and nanis and fais and fuvas chatting away in Gujarati and find it bewildering and alien. That you look at brown skin and see beauty, power, grace, love, cleanliness, success, brilliance, normality. That you do not perpetuate associations and stereotypes that exist from the second we’re born.


I want to protect you from the default of whiteness in this country. The default that manifests in chuckling white babies in books and on nappy packets and in adverts. The default that led Darren Chetty to write in his essay in The Good Immigrant about how a school kid once told him that ‘stories have to be about white people’. Scaachi is right. I can’t have it both ways. I can’t have you feeling exposed, drowned in whiteness, expected to conform. Your skin will glow and resonate and be who you are. You are happy in your skin, whatever it is. And there is a whole side of you that feels as complete as the default setting you are born into in England.


My mum once told my sister to not even sit in the sun. If she got too dark, no one would marry her. It was the standard opinion in my family. That dark was bad and fair was perfection. The amount of times my sister would comment on how dark my knuckles were and how I needed to be careful the rest of me didn’t catch up. It wasn’t just beauty standards that rejected darkness. Power could be undone by the tone of your skin. A friend of mine, now a management consultant, dropped me off at home one day, in his ridiculous new car that I would talk about in more detail if I actually gave a shit about cars (it was black?); Mum said of him: ‘all that money is wasted on him. He’s so dark no one will marry him.’ Marriage is the goal. Skin tone the fast-track.


I think if I’d had the guts to unpick my mum’s ‘casual’ colourism when she was alive, it wouldn’t have stood up to any scrutiny other than it’s a feeling she grew up with and absorbed rather than actively thought. But I let it go.


It’s an interesting counterpoint to the idea of the exotic in the UK, which posits a mysterious love interest as ‘tall, dark and handsome’. It’s an abstraction. It doesn’t mean anything and holds no weight. It supposes that the short white man is default and the mysterious potential of something new is tall, it is dark, and it is handsome. It doesn’t mean anything other than casual exotification of skin tone.


In our family, I was puzzled by the idea of fairness, lightness, whiteness, as a beauty standard. As I said, it bothered me that Bollywood heroes are often fair skinned and the villain is dark skinned, and this seemed to seep into our familial interactions. Shah Rukh Khan, one of Bollywood’s most enduring and popular actors over the last twenty years, has come under fire in recent years for being a spokesperson for Fair And Handsome (Fair And Lovely skin-bleaching cream, but for men – counter to the tall, dark and handsome vibe). In an interview with the Guardian, Khan has said that he doesn’t use the cream himself and doesn’t believe in the idea of selling beauty. Both of these unconvincing defences of the product and his endorsement call into question quite why he’s being paid to endorse a product he neither uses nor believes in, on a conceptual level.


Money is a hell of a drug, I guess. Almost as addictive as the proximity to whiteness.


His endorsement is careless. Because a paycheque for him is a livelihood for people who spend millions of rupees on these creams, an industry for those who make it. His endorsement is careless because it ratifies colonial beauty standards using Bollywood star power. His endorsement is careless because his influence will cause people across the world to look at themselves in the mirror and see imperfections in the tone of their skin. They will develop afflictions. The way they view themselves is warped. They are changing the colour of their skin, to be closer to whiteness. They. Are. Putting. Bleach. On. Their. Skin. To. Make. Themselves. White.


Why do they want to be whiter? What does that proximity offer? Is it an embrace into a branch of elitism that their skin colour alone won’t give them? Are they perpetuating racism and white supremacy against themselves?


It bears repeating.


They are changing the colour of their skin, to be closer to whiteness. They. Are. Putting. Bleach. On. Their. Skin. To. Make. Themselves. White.


And Shah Rukh is banking a cheque to encourage them to do so.


And now, Ganga, you think brown is dirty and my mum made us wear high-factor suncream. And when I was a teenager, friends of mine used foundation on their faces that was purposefully lighter than their skin colour to make them look whiter when we went out. And to you, brown is dirty. Brown is poo. And rubbish. Brown is not the colour of chocolate or caramel or beauty or perfection. Brown is not the colour of curry or wholemeal toast or homes or our skins that we live in.


In the film Chameleon Street there’s a conversation between two men on darkness.


‘I like girls with that light complexion look,’ one friend says to another.


His friend is incredulous. ‘You’re a moron,’ he retorts.


‘Man I can’t help it,’ the man says defensively. ‘I’m a victim.’


It sounds like an excuse, and his friend presses him on it.


‘You’re a victim?’


‘Yeah! I’m a victim of four hundred years of conditioning. The man has programmed my conditioning. Even my conditioning has been conditioned.’


Colonialism, Ganga. But this conditioning we’ve been subjected to. It’s time to break the cycle.


As for those three boys, they used to run circles around the few South Asians in our school, sucking their fingers and laughing, comparing themselves to milkshakes. Vanilla milkshake. They all laughed and laughed and laughed at us. We were low down in the pecking order of the school. None of us spoke up. We stood there, in the circle, as those around us watched this ritualistic sizing down take place day after day.


I sucked my fingers.


‘You’re sucking shit,’ one of them called. ‘Shit fingers. Shit skin.’


‘No,’ I shouted back, frustrated, my voice erupting like a bubbling up of shaken fizzy drink. ‘It’s milkshake. Chocolate milkshake. Mmmm,’ I cooed unconvincingly.


Even I didn’t believe my gambit.


‘Shit-skin, shit-skin,’ they all laughed and called out in chorus.


I looked at my two friends. One of them was staring at the clouds, probably imagining himself flying away. He was a Superman fan. The other was impotently shouting, ‘No, no, not . . .’


Shit-skin.


‘You smell,’ one of them said as they got bored and walked away. ‘Like shit.’


My skin was shit. I stared at the grass, wishing it would grow over me and hide me. I wanted to take an eraser and rub myself out from existence. My skin was shit. But I could change the way I smelled. I begged my mum to let me buy deodorant. I was too young, she told me. Also deodorant was expensive.


I told my cousin what had happened and he handed me his half-empty can of Brut, telling me not to tell my mum.


Years later, I watch White Right: Meeting the Enemy, a documentary presented by the incomparable filmmaker Deeyah Khan. After enduring racist abuse following a BBC news interview with journalist Catrin Nye about rising Islamaphobia, she decides to spend some time with white supremacists in America and try to understand where their hate comes from. But also, to try to get them to see her as a human being. She follows three or four subjects around, non-judgementally, on their daily lives spreading hate in America. She is friendly and personable and asks them difficult follow-up questions if they make a generalization that doesn’t hold up to scrutiny. She follows one as he distributes hate literature in different parts of his home town, spends time with another in his daily routine, even goes on a march with them all. The march is interrupted by counter-protestors and Deeyah is caught in the chaos of something approaching a riot.


And then, just when their guards are down and they see her as a confidante, a friend, a person who understands them, their frustrations, the way they feel the world has let them down, and their hatred towards people with a different skin colour, she asks if they would now deport her, in the same way they want all the other Muslims and brown people deported. Each one stumbles, utterly wrong-footed by the fact that, now, she is a ‘friend’ of theirs. She then reads out to them the abuse she received, from tweets to slurs. And they are all confronted with what it’s like to be racially abused en masse. In chorus. To be in a circle as people around you call you names that strip away your identity.


She is called a ‘shit-skin incubator’ online. One who deserved to be ‘raped, tortured and killed’. She was asked why she was in England if she was a shit-skin.


Each one of those men feels bad for her. Seeing the effect words like this can have on a person. She asks them again if she should be deported.


I don’t know what conclusion to draw from the film other than that confronting racists with the humans they abuse, to show that we have more in common, is probably a worthwhile project, but you can’t do that for everyone. Mostly because of the mental toll it takes on you. We need to look at doing the humanising work earlier in people’s lives maybe. Rather than when they’re so hate-filled they can’t possibly treat you equally until you’ve befriended them.


It was the resurgence of the word ‘shit-skin’ that stuck with me. It’s a word I hadn’t heard in nearly thirty years and to see it still being used as an abusive stick to beat people with, made me realize how far we hadn’t actually come in all these years.


Around the same time, a prominent South Asian commentator, Ash Sarkar, starts appearing on BBC Question Time, with her mix of political theory and grime references, making a name for herself as a funny and righteous person to quote. I watch one of her panel episodes, despite being allergic to shows like BBC Question Time. I wouldn’t watch a bun fight on television, nor would I watch bear baiting. Why watch BBC Question Time? But I do. To support her. And I watch it how most of us watch discussion-topic shows. I double-screen it. With my phone in my hand, listening and scrolling through the timeline for pithy tweets to react to and retweet. The watercooler shows of yesteryear now get talked about in real time.


Double-screening BBC Question Time that night, I see that so many of the insults levelled at Ash are about her being dark skinned, smelly and hairy. Which have nothing to do with why she’s on the show, the words coming out of her mouth or who she is. She’s easy to dismiss cos she’s a dirty, smelly, hairy darkie. Why do people need to pay attention to her?


They’re back, these insults. They’d been out of my life for the longest time because political correctness had gone mad and people said ‘you can’t say anything anymore’, which was code for ‘I can’t say the horrible things I want to say because you’re now empowered to point them out for being horrible anymore’ or ‘I accidentally said an offensive thing and rather than apologize or understand why I got it wrong or move on from it, I’m going to act like I’m the victim and you’re the state censoring me.’ Hmmm, maybe this is a good time to misappropriate the thought crimes trope from 1984.’


Racism isn’t on the rise. It’s not in resurgence. It’s not had a ‘one born every minute’-style upward swing in birth rate. No one is waking up, thinking: yesterday I was just Paul, but today I’m Racist Paul who hates Pakis, cos there was one in front of me at the GP surgery.


No. It just stepped out from the shadows. It never went away. We haven’t sprouted more racists. People have just decided it doesn’t matter as much to hide it anymore.


Which is terrifying.


Ganga, my love, the people who call us shit-skins or say that we smell or that our dark skin is disgusting and dirty and not pure, they’re now emboldened to say these things again, because the idea of political correctness gone mad seems quaint and archaic these days. I hope when you’re older we’ve moved beyond these horrific words. I can only hope.


No one has sat with a yellow legal pad with two columns, internally debating the pros and cons of being a racist. Their anxieties haven’t led them to places that weren’t already there. If anything, this makes racism seem simplistic and surface. A fickle idea debated and decided upon because of current anxieties, current immigration numbers and viral videos of densely populated-by-ethnics areas of cities, like Edgware Road in London. People have held these beliefs for years. They are ingrained and core to their being. Crucially, they know these opinions are wrong or not what polite society deems palatable. So they hid in the shadows until people like Nigel Farage were constantly on our news programmes. And then they realized that this was now the time to come out of the shadows.


Because now their views were palatable.


And who bore the brunt of their racism? People who were visibly not ‘from here’. The shit-skins.


One of your Playmobil figures is a brown guy on holiday. He has a camera around his neck, long Seventies psychedelic Indian man hair, one of those beige waistcoats with multiple pockets. He is always Daddy. When I’m not at home, you play with him, referring to him constantly as Daddy. Mummy is a white Playmobil figure.


I sit and watch you bumble the daddy about, doing my voice.


‘Where’s my phone?’ you whisper at the daddy figure.


My cheeks reek of shame.


I love that you immediately see him as me but I want you to see him as anyone. A butcher, a baker, a candlestick maker, a friend’s father, an uncle, the guy who works at the post office who berates me in Gujarati for my illegible handwriting every time I take something to him.


In Fun at the Shops, a father takes his toddler shopping. They go to the greengrocers, where they get crunchy green apples. They go to the florist, where they buy pink flowers for mummy – aside, this cementing of the patriarchy through gendered colours, let’s put a pin in that for a bit later; they splash in puddles because it’s raining, and they choose yummy treats at the bakery. They then go home.


The book depicts a brown male, with a quiff, probably great-looking, probably how I would look if I was at my optimum weight and then illustrated – aside, this body shaming through self-deprecating, let’s just say I’m fishing for compliments. The dad-bod has a hold on me – and his child, a brown toddler, toddling about in a yellow mac.


It’s only a short board book, meant for bedtime for toddlers. It depicts a normal day out, to hold a mirror up to that child.


When we read this book together, again and again, you point out that you have a yellow mac. So do I. We are in a gang, called Mac Gang. Two badasses in two badass yellow macs. Usually, the sum of our gang activity is just us both wearing our macs outside when it’s raining. We hardly strike fear into our rivals: Parka Posse. We don’t traffic in anything nor do we really hold any territory or have a code of conduct for solidarity. We just wear macs and nauseatingly shout out MAC GANG as we walk down the street. Maybe this is designed to strike fear into the hearts of our rained-on fellow pedestrians. I don’t know.


We graduate to hat gang when you grow too big for the mac. When we first read that book together, curled up in my armchair, I tell you that you are the child in the book. You. This is a book about you. Not many of our picture books that depict children instead of rabbits or Gruffalos have brown kids in them. They all feature what Marley Dias, the inspirational eleven-year-old responsible for the project 1000 Black Girl Books, refers to as ‘white boys called Josh and their dog’.


In 2018, a study from the Centre for Literacy in Primary Education found that 9,115 children’s books were published in the UK, but only 391 of these – 4% – featured a Black, Asian or Minority Ethnic character. And the character from an ethnic minority background was the main character in only 1% of these books. In reality, in 2018, 32% of schoolchildren in England came from non-white backgrounds – so this means most of the books read aren’t properly representing children in the UK. It’s the main character angle that sticks with me.


This book, Fun at the Shops, does have brown kids in it. As a main character no less. Your face lights up the first time we refer to the child with your name. So I continue to do it. And your mum does as well.


You are now in the story. You can see yourself.


You’ve long grown out of your yellow mac, but we continue to read the book, and when we do, you always point to the main character and say your name. When we’re in the bakery picking out a yummy treat, you pick at the gingerbread man or the cupcake and mime eating it. You then, without fail, pretend to pick up the doughnut and give it to me. Not only are you part of the story, but you’ve decided to put me into it as well.


When we have read books featuring other brown children, on two or three separate occasions you have pointed to the brown child, never the white one, and said your own name. You are delighted to be on the page. You are ecstatic to see yourself reflected back.


So when we read books, we see a world reflected back to us. And I am trying to curate one that welcomes you and makes you feel included. Which means I search hard for books featuring Black and brown characters, animals with ‘foreign-sounding names’. I do the work to ensure that your bookshelves are aspirational. They reflect a world back to you that you want to belong to, one that validates your experience. One that treats you as a human being. A normal one who can go with a parent to do the shopping. Or save the world from an asteroid. Or have a dog called Timmy for a best friend. All your experiences are valid. Whether they are real or imagined. All set our aspiration levels. All tell us who we can be, who we are now and who is central to the story.


We are the main characters.


The writer Reni Eddo Lodge once said that race is ‘not a singular and distant part of our lives for it cannot be abandoned or compartmentalized’. Rather, it’s intertwined with everything we do. She talks about how people of colour deal with race in their everyday lives because their lives are racialized against their will. That is the reality of race today. And she’s right. Race compounds, affects and directs everything we do. So much of how I act and conduct myself is about ensuring that this complex part of me is not erased.


Darren Chetty writes in The Good Immigrant that children’s literature professor Rudine Sims Bishop offers a useful metaphor for helping us think about what is at stake here. Whilst acknowledging that ‘good literature reaches across cultural and ethnic borders to touch us all as human’, she argues that books can act as both mirrors and windows for children. ‘Windows’ offer us a chance to look closely at a view of the world we may not have previously seen. Those windows might take us out to escapist fantasy or provide a view of lives we have not experienced before. These are notions familiar and vital to writers, teachers and those of us who care about stories. But Sims Bishop adds that books might also mirror our lives in some aspects and that children from the dominant culture tend to have books as mirrors while children who have been historically ‘ignored – or worse, ridiculed’ do not, and that this communicates important messages about the extent to which ‘they are valued in the social context in which they are growing up’. Recognizing that a window can be a barrier, Sims Bishop later added the idea of the sliding glass door as ‘a way to suggest that a book can offer . . . a lived experience for a reader’.


Once, when I submitted my first novel to a man who would definitely not in a million bloody years become my literary agent, he responded to my work by saying he didn’t feel like my characters felt authentically Asian.


‘What does that mean?’ I asked in an authentically Asian way, perplexed as an authentic Asian might be, if a posh white dude questioned the authenticity of his authentically Asian characters. Because, you know, he knows what authentically Asian means more than this authentic Asian.


‘They don’t really act in a way that readers will understand as particularly Asian,’ he replied.


Huh, I thought, in my authentically Asian brain. I wondered what that even meant. Did I do things in an authentically Asian way? I became self-conscious. I sipped at my coffee, wondering if I did so in a way that people might understand as particularly Asian. Reading between the dogwhistles, I knew what he meant. He meant that white is the default for most people and therefore you have to justify why the character is Asian if they’re Asian. They can’t just be Asian. An Asian can’t solve a murder or have an affair with one of his impossibly attractive younger students before being sad for three hundred pages, or have a dramatic arc that becomes symbolic of the state of the nation. No. That was for white people. If an Asian did that, it’d be an Asian story, rather than just a story. Asians had to Asian Asianly.


I noted how I was sitting as I read his email. One foot was up on the chair as the other dangled. My elbow rested on my knee.


Maybe I did do things in an authentically Asian way. I was wearing a jubo lengha after all.


‘What does that even mean?’ I replied in haste and anger, which, if I think about it, is probably an authentically Asian trait. ‘Would they feel more authentically Asian to you if there was an arranged marriage, a jihadi or a sari billowing in the wind? Maybe someone eats a mango on the first page?’


He didn’t reply. Which I suppose, now, in hindsight, was an authentically straight white dude thing to do. His authentically straight white dude reaction was to probably think, defensively, ‘How dare this prick call me a racist?’ Which I didn’t.


But if the racist shoe fits?


These fetishized depictions of South Asians are a problem. And they’re plastered over the books featuring brown children. And it’s sad that so many of them are written by South Asian children’s book writers. But if that’s the only way they know they’ll get commissioned, I can see the depressing logic in it. Part of the strain of the success of The Good Immigrant was in doing a book centring the stories of British people of colour, especially in conversations around race and immigration, and it being a success, it stood to potentially perpetuate the feeling that this is all we can, should and want to write about. Especially if we want to be a success.


Which is just utterly untrue.


We need to break these stereotypes. We need new stories.


You don’t see yourself in a sari, necessarily. You can if you want to. You don’t see yourself in a mangrove swamp. You don’t see yourself eating a mango as the sun sets through the banyan trees. You do love mango though. Thank god. You see yourself doing the things that reflect the life, and the society, you are growing up in. Those other things, the saris, the mango sunset, the banyan tree, they are part of your heritage and should never be erased, but you should not see yourself in books as the sum of only these tropes.


Do you need to see yourself in books in order to appreciate them?


No. Not necessarily. But it remains an entry point for you. You can appreciate books about boy wizards, kids with kestrels, lions, witches, wardrobes, Tracy Beakers, and not necessarily see yourself. Only their universal experience. But seeing yourself, your very self, will have been validated by Fun at the Shops. That book shows you that you exist too. In White Teeth, Zadie Smith talks about the experience of realizing you’ve been erased. Zadie writes: ‘There was England, a gigantic mirror, and there was Irie, without reflection.’


When we only see ourselves as stereotypes that have no bearing on our lived experience, we operate without reflection, and wonder, just what is England mirroring? Just who is this country saying we can be?


Sometimes, the space we must occupy isn’t one of normality. Sometimes, the limitless imagination of story creation needs a person of colour at its core.


I think often of the film Ghostbusters. Not the original 1984 version that is in every hashtag man-on-the-internet’s top five favourite films of all time. No, instead, I think about the 2016 reboot starring Leslie Jones, Melissa McCarthy, Kristen Wiig and Kate McKinnon. When it was announced, oh Christ alive, the internet was set alight with fury. How dare they? This was political correctness gone mad. (God, I almost miss political correctness gone mad. Almost. I don’t miss straight white men saying, ‘God, it’s political correctness gone mad. You can’t say anything anymore.’ No, you racist transphobe, you can’t. And that’s okay.) This was a feminist conspiracy (I’m sure the ultimate goal of the ‘feminist conspiracy’ is to reshoot all the favourite films of hashtag men-on-the-internet but recast with all-female casts . . . actually, I’m on board with this).
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