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Praise for Natasha Badhwar


‘Natasha Badhwar has a rare and beautiful ability to make the personal political, and the political personal. She communicates the wisdom of significant life truths through stories of everyday living.’ Harsh Mander, human rights and peace worker and author of Looking Away, Fatal Accidents of Birth, Ash in the Belly and others


‘The beauty of this book lies in its sentences. They are proof that one can communicate perfectly well without resorting to long-winded sentences. The shallow political dicourse of our times has confused our expressions and articulation. This book shows us how to simplify our language, and ourselves.’ Ravish Kumar, broadcast journalist, poet and author of Ishq Mein Shahar Hona (A City Happens in Love) and The Free Voice


‘Badhwar rescues relationships and circumstances from their literality to live in the poetic.’ Sumana Roy, author of How I Became a Tree and Missing


‘I find Natasha Badhwar’s writing insightful and deeply moving for what it reveals about being human. She doesn’t look at parenthood or herself through a glossy filter, but with unflinching honesty.’ Amit Varma, columnist and host of the podcast, The Seen and the Unseen


‘Badhwar unfurls a gamut of emotions, allows forever to live amongst us an authentic cast of characters and voices; the little people in her world are discovering, growing, watching as we learn to unlearn our bulky, cumbrous ways. I think a reader will be forever grateful to Badhwar and them for giving us permission to unlearn, stumble, be bored, hungry, sulk, play hookey, eat ice cream.’ Aneela Zeb Babar, author of We are All Revolutionaries Here


‘The author writes with such self-reflexive vulnerability that you forget you are reading another person’s writing. You feel your heart spill out on the page. Through tears and smiles, and a heaving and sinking heart the book embraces the reader, cleansing many heartaches and allowing one to celebrate unspoken joys. You recognise memories you had dumped away, you reclaim parts you had been too ashamed to include in your narrative of self.’ Kiranjeet Chaturvedi, Huffington Post


‘Her prose is lucid and heartfelt, and her voice, soothing and warm.’ The Times Of India


‘In her words, you will find comfort for your parenting fears and courage to override the beliefs that you’ve internalised while growing up. Her writing is raw, honest and relatable.’ Hindustan Times


‘Badhwar’s interests are eclectic: to reclaim the inner artist, to break down hierarchies, to occasionally get away with broken grammar.’ Tishani Doshi, The Hindu


‘…story that doesn’t shy away from the rifts, the tantrums, the silences, and the time it takes to learn how to be better at relationships. This is a complex, loving portrait of a family where it sometimes takes decades to give and to be able to accept the apologies, the explanations, and the peace that one has waited desperately for.’ Urvashi Bahuguna, Scroll.in


‘This sense of putting your heart out there and knowing that it is okay to do so filled me with awe. I am in awe of her because she shows her deepest scars, her fears and knows that that is the only way she can connect and know people better.’ Vivek Tejuja, The Hungry Reader


‘There is a Natasha in you, me and every woman listening to her heart’s voice and trying to make a change to her immediate and not so immediate world. Read it to heal yourself, to feel more confident and open to sharing what you feel in this journey as a feminist, a career woman, an ambitious spouse and a vulnerable mother.’ Anjali G Sharma, Women’s Web




Immortal for a
Moment
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For my parents,
Trilok and Sudha,
and my brothers, Nitish and Manish.
I am because you are.




There’s no life that couldn’t be immortal if only for a moment.


Death
always arrives by that very moment too late.


In vain it tugs at the knob of the invisible door.
As far as you’ve come can’t be undone.


Wislawa Szymborska


(Translated by Stanislaw Baranczak & Clare Cavanagh)



Neither of us knew how to be married


Neither of us knew how to be married. This was not dangerous in itself, although it did get us into many awkward situations. Left to ourselves, of course, we found it hilarious. Early in our marriage we would play house-house as if it were a children’s game in which we sometimes got to act like grown-ups. This is what saved us eventually.


To be honest, neither of us wanted to get married either. But again, it was awkward spending so much time in each other’s homes and trying to keep our parents convinced that we were really just hanging out innocently.


We were a little weird with each other too. He wasn’t a boyfriend-type, though I must admit I was a real perfect girlfriend. On the other hand, when we did get married, I had no intentions of being anyone’s wife.


Before we were married, we would “break up” with each other regularly and repeatedly and I would always assume it was the end. I’d feel sick and shattered and prepare to mope around for a while, watching too much television sitting too close to the screen and taking on so much work that I would crash with exhaustion.


He would usually call me in a day or two and try to set up our next date.


‘We can’t meet,’ I’d remind him.


‘I am coming towards your office in the evening. What time will you be free?’ he’d ask.


‘We have broken up,’ I would remind him, trying to not let my voice break.


But he wouldn’t get it. ‘What does that have to do with meeting today,’ he’d ask, as if I was being completely illogical. ‘Just because we have broken up, doesn’t mean we can’t meet and talk.’


And we would meet. Or text. Or e-mail. Or chat online. During one of the break ups, I turned up at his home in a village in east Uttar Pradesh with my news television crew. His mother hosted us and extended family members took us around, helping us get interviews and shots for a report on the upcoming elections. He and I sat up late admiring the moon from the inner courtyard till Ammi got out of her bed to ask us to go to our rooms and sleep.


We changed cities to get over each other. I went to Bhilai on a sabbatical from my TV job to teach a media course. He went to Bangalore to work for an IT startup. He got a work visa and accepted a job in Chicago.


True to form, he turned up in Bhilai to visit me when I was there. He was travelling from Morbi in Gujarat to Delhi and told me that he was coming to visit me because Chhattisgarh was on the way. My students and colleagues gave him a hero’s welcome even though they had never heard of him before. He bought me a silk saree from Bangalore. I helped him shop for Levi’s jeans and new shirts before he left for USA. He turned up at my documentary shoot again when I was in London a few weeks later, carrying heavy equipment and nursing my broken heart. He helped us carry our tripod and light kit all over the city. My colleagues loved him, of course.


I learnt something from the break ups. Because they seemed so final to me, and because each time I would decide to end the love affair with more firmness and determination, I got to experience how I really felt with and without him. I got to taste misery on both sides of the border of love.


I found out that he expressed love differently and he experienced the loss of love differently too. I did not know that this would remain a constant in our lives. I still expect that one day we will align on these parameters.


Aren’t we all a little crazy? I know you are shaking your head and saying, ‘Yes, but not as much as you.’


Trying to make love work is a crazy idea. It is a useless as well as an essential pursuit. Meanwhile, the rest of our life is always there to distract us when the difficulty level of love seems to overwhelm us. This works the other way round also. We thank our stars for the pockets of love and calm we can retreat to when the complexity of life exhausts us.


‘Will you marry me?’


We kept proposing to each other unexpectedly for years after we were finally married. And had children. And had been “accepted” by all the layers of aunts and uncles who had been left out of the decision making process when we had officially got married.


Popping the question every now and then is cute, but as everyone knows, it is best to time it when the answer is likely to be close to the one we are hoping for. In our case, asking each other once again if “you will marry me” is a way of reiterating that all said and done, “I still want to marry you.”


Sometimes it’s a way to ask if we are finally ready to be married-married. Like seriously married. Like proper husband and wife. As if, if we lie low when it gets stormy and stay patient, there is really an ideal that exists for us to arrive at.


Irrespective of dreamy aspirations, it is often an effective strategy to lie low and stay patient in life. It’s a great place to get rest. Make resolutions. Meet others and rediscover the first flush of new love. Make friends with one’s own self all over again.


Sixteen years later, we continue to misunderstand each other in rather silly ways. Sometimes I say something romantic and still get very unexpected results in response. ‘I’m not responsible for taking care of the psychological vacuum in your head,’ he said to me the other day and I was like, ‘Hey, hello, I was just trying to flirt with you.’


At other times, he will try a clever trick hoping to charm me but I will jump out of my skin and deliver a lecture recounting my unhealed traumas and other childhood anecdotes.


Then there are our children. Marriage doesn’t need children to survive. And vice versa. Sometimes a marriage deserves to be demolished for the sake of the children.


I know that I needed my children. I was too vulnerable without them. I began to build myself up in the way we all deserved when I became their mother. When this new love visited me. Theirs and mine.


Like most other institutions, the template of marriage is dangerously outdated. Men, women and children want to be fuller, more flexible versions of themselves. We want to claim personal autonomy. We want our needs to be respected. Our personal growth will not be postponed interminably. It has pushed its way through the hierarchy of urgencies.


Then there’s always travel. When we don’t know how to find peace with each other, or peace from others, we leave home to travel. It always helps to disentangle and reset our boundaries.


We spend our lives looking to find our way back to the homes we are fleeing from. Once there was safety in breaking away. When we are stronger, we need closure. Reconciliation.


The great journey of life is to trace the route that takes us back to where we had started from.




I


Right in the Beginning


Just because I make it look easy, doesn’t mean it is not difficult.
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The moments will become stories


It was a Sunday morning. Drizzle resting on still leaves, newspapers rescued from the vegetable patch in the garden. That precious light when I gaze lovingly at this beautiful man who has just dragged a rag doll of me out of bed. Too early. And put a cup of tea in my hands. Urgently.


Sunflowers wave at me from behind the boundary wall. Birds shake off rain.


Any minute now the children will come down the stairs and want to dip Marie biscuits in this romantic moment. This threat of assault adds a thrill. I hold my cup tighter, gripping it with both hands. I need a clever plan to make him put down the newspaper.


My phone beeps a notification. It’s usually the bank or the Sauna Slim Belt people at this early hour. Still, I check.


It is Priya Ramani, the editor of Mint Lounge. ‘Can you start a parenting column this week? Send first piece by Tuesday.’


‘Oh sure,’ I type back. ‘Fabulous.’ I put down my phone.


Then I start to cry. Loudly. What have I done? Oh my God.


It works. The beautiful man puts down the newspaper slowly.


Panic. Parenting column. I have said yes. That means I will have to be a good parent. How can I write good things without doing them first?


I will have to be a good person. Live my life more fully. It is so much easier to be an okay-okay person. I will have to play more, talk more, travel more, laugh more. Be more present than absent. Go to children’s parks. I might enjoy it eventually, but living life more fully seems like harder work than not.


‘Finish your tea. Calm down,’ he says, folding the newspaper. I like being told to calm down. It calms me down.


By now, I have also run out of reasons to panic. Now the pluses start trooping in. And so do our children, all three of them.


‘I will set myself up for criticism,’ I think, adjusting an eight-year-old in my lap. I’m not sure why this is a good thing but it feels like it is. Criticism is for important people. Criticism is childhood. It can bring out the brave in you. It can help you clear the clutter and defend your choices.


‘Listen to the kids. They know,’ I will write. I will have to listen to my children first. I wrap my free arm around our six-year-old, my head nestling against her. She peers into the teacup in my other hand. Pink nightgowns. Droopy ponytails from yesterday’s adventures.


I will tell stories from the moments. The moments will become stories. Now baby is here. She is going to be three years old soon. She scrunches her face and makes a noise. ‘Get out of here, you two, this is MY mamma,’ she seems to be saying.


‘Okay, okay,’ the elder sisters go to their father. His lap is bigger. Baby clambers on to me. ‘Give me milk,’ she gestures, touching my face. ‘And all your attention. You are mine. For now.’


I will need more alone time to get any decent writing done. Maybe I can cheat and steal more alone time for myself than one column needs. This is getting more win-win by the minute.


By now, our teatime is over and the children are fully charged.


‘What are we going to do today?’ asks Sahar.


‘We are going to celebrate today,’ I say.


‘Oh,’ she says. ‘What are we going to celebrate?’


‘We are going to celebrate what a wonderful family we are,’ I say to her. I am a bit corny sometimes, but I like to keep it simple.


‘Oh,’ she says.


Tell me if this makes sense to you. The most important work any of us will ever do is at home, within the oasis of our family and relationships. This is not even work, is it? It is everyday life. Yet this is where our children will get their sense of belonging, security and tolerance. This is where our children will learn how to stand up to injustices and negotiate with differences. This is where we heal our own wounds.


A holiday morning is as good a time as any to make the children feel important. A good time to let one’s own inner child run free. There will be conflict and mayhem. There may be joy and peace.


I’ll take my chances.
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Run daughter run


Remember that early 1990s film Dil Hai Ki Manta Nahin? Pooja Bhatt’s fabulous big hair and the boyish, lean Aamir Khan. In the climax of the film, Anupam Kher walks with his daughter, Pooja, towards the mandap where her groom waits to marry her. Throughout the walk, he tries to convince his daughter to run away right then and chase her lover, played by Khan. He will love her better, and truer.


There is a white Maruti van he has arranged for the runaway bride.


‘Bhaag jaa, beti, bhaag jaa,’ he says, almost begging her. ‘Run, daughter, run.’


As parents of little daughters, Afzal and I sometimes indulge in idle conversation about how they might get married one day. He openly expresses violent feelings towards potential lovers. I like to think that I will be like Seth Dharamchand, the eccentric, liberated parent Kher plays in Dil Hai Ki Manta Nahin.


‘Run, daughter, run. Be impulsive. Follow your heart. Make it big.’


Well, this is how my performance went on the first day our youngest daughter started school and it was time for me to get my first dose of separation from her.


Naseem ran to the bus stop. She hopped, skipped and jumped. She sang. She got on a bus for the first time in her life. By the time she sat in her seat, she no longer had a view or a sense of direction of which side we were standing. She waved randomly. The bus took her away.


Seth Dharamchand be damned. I must go after my daughter.


‘I’m going to sit in the school reception and work on my laptop,’ I say to Afzal.


‘It will be better for you to stay at home,’ he says.


‘But it will be so peaceful, no? I can concentrate better and write there.’


He gives me the look. ‘Go to your Dosa Corner. Or the coffee shop,’ he says. ‘Very peaceful, this early in the morning.’


‘There’s such a nice aquarium in the school,’ I say. ‘Big glittering fish in it. I will write well there.’


Another look.


‘Okay. I’ll complain about you in my next column,’ I say to him. I’m feeling desperate. Very desperate.


‘So what,’ he says, ‘I’m not afraid of looking like a fool. That’s your problem.’


I don’t know how he knows, but that is exactly what my problem is. The fear of looking foolish. The fear of being told not to be silly.


I have been typing and un-typing my feelings about seeing my youngest child become independent of me for days now. Words have failed me. I have failed my words.


There is a tightness in my throat. As if someone is gripping it and not letting a coherent voice speak up. That someone is also me. ‘What’s the big deal, Natasha? Little children start school all the time,’ says the strict voice of reason in my head.


This voice, however, doesn’t sound reasonable at all. It sounds condescending to me.


These are feelings, man. Feelings must be felt. And expressed. It leads to better productivity. It unleashes creativity. It protects the ozone layer. And ultimately contributes to better sex lives.


Just because I feel like crying, does not mean I am unhappy. Just because I care for the details, does not mean I have gone to pieces. Just because I am jittery, does not mean I am not prepared.


Coming together with each other, then going our own separate ways. Getting on top of things, then plummeting at top speed. Figuring it out, then forgetting again. Not always getting it, but being determined to deal with it.


It’s a lovely loop really. Life is never a straight road.


Meanwhile, the first day of school is almost over. I’m back at the bus stop to receive my baby. The baby who is not a baby any more. It is a sunny winter afternoon and everything seems all right from this angle. Just that I feel like something has been yanked out of me.


Here comes the yellow bus.
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Why was this time so difficult?


My brain is saying go to sleep,’ says Naseem, ‘but my heart wants to do colouring.’


‘Whaaaa,’ I say. ‘Can you say that again?’


‘My heart is not listening to my brain. It wants to do colouring.’


It is late at night. We are speaking in whispers. I have just settled on the floor with my laptop, after the family had gone to sleep around me. Naseem is three years old, our youngest child. She has climbed out of bed to share her inner conflict with me. We need to address it.


We get a box of crayons and a white sheet of paper. We settle down again. Naseem draws circles and lines. She chooses her colours. Artists must listen to their heart. Particularly when they are in the middle of summer vacation.


I feel tired. My feet hurt. I fall off to sleep at unlikely hours, in unexpected places. Holding my bag like a pillow in my lap, snug in the women’s compartment of the Delhi Metro. Sitting with my eyes shut, in the dentist’s waiting room, to avoid watching the evening news on the wall-mounted TV. Someone nudges me awake. I think it’s your turn.


‘You do too much,’ my mother often says. ‘Get some rest. Learn to say no to some things. Send the children to me for a couple of days.’


‘You do too little,’ says the voice in my head. ‘You are lazy and inefficient.’ This voice also sounds uncannily like that of my parents. Now playing in a loop inside me.


Growing up means listening to everyone. Growing up means listening to everyone and then not listening to anyone. Let your sleep catch up with you wherever it finds you. Sometimes I wake up with my jaw drooping. Fix the jaw, laugh at yourself and gather your wits again. Smile at strangers. You’re a grown-up. It’s safe.


My husband leans over my shoulder to read as I type.


‘Go away,’ I say, putting the screen down.


‘Why, why, why?’ he says.


‘Please, I just started writing,’ I say. ‘It’s terrible right now, like vomit.’


‘So,’ he says, smiling. ‘You’re talking as if I haven’t seen your vomit before.’


Oh well. A rush of memories distracts me. Love is remembering the times you threw up on your lover. Love is letting him read your first draft. Hoping his phone will ring and take him away.


Naseem and I are sitting at the dining table. It is past three in the afternoon. The older children have settled with their books in cool corners of the home. Naseem didn’t eat lunch with the rest of us. She demands her own rhythm and by now the parent in me is both patient enough and too tired to resist. It’s the youngest child syndrome. I have realised that all the hard work that has gone into the fixing, moulding and reshaping of the older children has not been a favour to them.


‘Mama, why do you scold me?’ Naseem says. Her mouth shaped like a baby bird.


‘I scold you?’ I say.


‘Oho, don’t you scold me sometimes?’ she says.


‘When?’


‘When I do bad things.’


‘You do bad things?’ I say, my eyes doing most of the talking.


‘Yes. When I beat my sisters, remember?’


‘You beat your sisters?’ I say, looking mildly horrified.


‘Yes, don’t you know, I wear my chappals in my hands and run after them.’


‘Really?’ I say.


‘Yes.’ She laughs. She is looking embarrassed now. ‘Then you scold me.’


‘Should I not scold you then?’ I say.


‘You should,’ she says. She goes back to finishing her lunch.


Sometimes it startles me, how each child has brought out a completely different parent in us. This is the first summer vacation when our children are not dependant on me so much. I can depend on them. I’m sure they feel I have grown up too. When an afternoon lasts too long, as summer afternoons do, I crawl into their circle and curl up into a nap.


I don’t call them power naps any more. I power down.


Why was this time so difficult? Why did we grouse, moan, whine, whimper so much? When I look back later, I may not remember. Or maybe there will be shining clarity. Recovery is not a full stop. We are always recovering.


We are in the car, driving to my parents’ home. Old Hindi film songs are playing on the car stereo. Naseem is sitting in my lap.


‘When I grow up, Mamma, I will read your articles,’ she says, turning to look at me.


‘Whaaaa,’ I say. All over again.


On both sides of the road, summer trees, their branches flushed with flowers, rush past us.




4


Unnecessary happiness.
Why are you so happy?


I burnt the onions accidentally.


There they were, cut really small, dancing and sizzling in hot oil. Two omelettes had already been received at the dining table with whoops of delight.


I was whipping eggs with a fork for the third when my mind wandered away from where I was.


Words rushed in anxiously. But the onions in the pan burnt themselves.


Our first born, Sahar, was nine that year. She was on her way to Amritsar in a train. In a Shatabdi, which is the best kind of train in Sahar’s imagination. ‘It’s even better than aeroplanes, Mamma,’ she says, fantasizing about the tetra pack juice, ketchup sachets, bread sticks and butter chiplets. You cannot even imagine what all else. Ice cream too.


Five teachers and 60 children have gone on a school trip, and our daughter is one of the youngest in the group. When Sahar first came home with the details of the trip, the decision had came instantly to me. ‘Of course, you can go, darling. You must go.’ We are travellers by nature. Born to explore.


When it was time to pack, suddenly I remember that Sahar is only nine years old.


Is nine old enough?


I mean she’s really eight and a half. I wish I had known there would be no turning back. How could I not have known?


Just then, Afzal called out to say that tea was ready.


‘I’m going to have a panic attack,’ I said to him.


He looked at me.


I closed my eyes. Tears rolled. I thought of my Mum.


I can see that Afzal is struggling with something but he is not going to talk about it. The tea is good. I wipe my cheeks and dip biscuits.


I have given my best backpack to Sahar. I have emptied out my own toilet bag to keep her clips and her inhaler. I notice how together we are as we pack. She isn’t asking for Dora or Barbie stamped accessories. She has loads of them to choose from, but fashion is not on her mind right now. I am surprised. And impressed.


At school, the children have been shown video clips of the change of guard at Wagah, the border between India and Pakistan. Sahar is showing Aliza how high the soldiers raise their legs. Little Naseem laughs at their performance.


I remember the first day we had sent Sahar to playschool.


One part of me had been so wound up about it that I had taken a whole week off from work. The school was 2 minutes from home and an hour’s drive from my office.


I had reached school 40 minutes in advance to pick her up. Drawn like a magnet, I sat in the lobby, clutching my unsuccessful Sudoku and pen.


Then the children started walking out one by one, led to the school bus waiting for them.


The teacher saw me and indicated that she would bring Sahar out soon. I was chatting with other children near me, being funny in a way that caused some of them to wrap themselves around their parent’s legs. Others to come closer to me for a better view.


After 10 minutes of all this, Sahar appeared.


My three-year-old daughter’s face in the doorway in a group of other children. She looked at me. We yelled with joy. We hugged, and laughed and slapped each other happily.


Unnecessary happiness. That’s the term that had come to my intellectual, literary head. Why are you so happy?


Shut up, brain! My heart had replied, rather inarticulately.


Half a decade later, I had a better answer. I knew the answer. I am happy because I am ready to let her go. I am happy because she will be back. We are ready to separate, because we belong together.


I think of our child napping in her inclined seat on the train right now. Sunny fields outside her window. A little bit of me has gone with her. That bit which keeps her safe and keeps me reassured.


Amritsar is my mother’s hometown. My grandmother used to start her day with a visit to the Harmandir Sahib. In my mind, I see my daughter walking on the stone floors that had given solace to her grandmother and great-grandmother. Sahar is visiting her own history. When she returns home, I might show her these words. She will read this aloud, slowly like a nine-year-old.


I will feel unnecessarily happy all over again, as if all the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle have come together
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Are sisters the perfect best friends?


One evening, Naseem, the youngest of the three sisters discovered a playful use for the black computer cover of my laptop. While her two sisters were immersed in their never-ending daily homework, Naseem stuck two large circular paper eyes on either side of the cover and attached a conical horn to one of its corners. Then she unzipped the rectangular cover and wore it over her head, so that the horn seemed to stick out from her forehead. She had become a unicorn.
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