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Natasha Badhwar was born in Ranchi, grew up in Kolkata and refused to accept Delhi as home for the next three decades.


She began her career in broadcast journalism with New Delhi Television (NDTV) as the first female videographer in news television in India. She quit thirteen years later as vice president, training and development. She now works as an independent film-maker, media trainer, columnist and fashion entrepreneur.


Natasha writes the popular column ‘My Daughters’ Mum’ in Mint Lounge, and blogs at http://mydaughtersmum.blogspot.in.


She lives in New Delhi with her husband and three daughters.
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To my parents
Sudha and Trilok
for letting me fly, so that I could always find my own way home




I wanted to be all of myself at the same time,
so I wrote wrote wrote
myself into fullness.
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It Is Okay to Talk About This


I am carrying within me various permissions for myself. Simple words meant to override the messages I had internalized while growing up.


Celebrate your children.


Keep yourself together.


Find the essential truth within your parents.


Make time to cherish yourself.


Protect love, so that love can protect you.


A story that revisits me every day is what happened when I was twelve-and-a-half years old. Our two older daughters—Sahar and Aliza—are fourteen and twelve right now. Our youngest daughter Naseem is nine.


‘Are you twelve-and-a-half years old, Sahar?’ I asked our firstborn a couple of years ago.


‘Yes,’ she said.


‘Exactly 12.5.’


‘Yes.’


I showed her my incision-scar. I have forty-five stitches running down the centre of my right arm. It is shorter than my left arm by four inches. ‘I was twelve-and-a-half when this happened,’ I said.


She nodded. I have told my children about my fall from the roof of our home when I was a child.


The truth is, I had jumped. At 5 am on a winter morning in January, I had jumped from the fourth floor and crashed on to the concrete ground below. I had decided that it was better to die than face the day.


I had attempted and survived suicide.


~


A child tries to kill herself; a child doesn’t die.


The child grows up and has children of her own. Her fears, her guilt, her desire to talk about her suicide attempt—these become a part of the story that haunts her. A story she has to understand.


Memories come back and perch on her shoulder. They take the shape of dreams. They visit as tears.


She wants to talk to her parents. She does not want to hurt them again. She does not want to make them remember. She wants to ask for forgiveness. She wants to cry in her mother’s arms. She wants to be loved. Openly. So she can love openly. So she can abandon the fear that she will be punished when she becomes a parent. That history will repeat itself.


It is okay to talk about this. She knows that.


~


My mother Sudha is the fifth daughter and sixth child of her parents. There were eight siblings. Her closest sister committed suicide in her early twenties. Her name was Chanchal. My mother talks to me about her. She speaks of the household they grew up in. She was four years old in 1947 when this country became independent and was partitioned into India and Pakistan. Her mother, my Nani, was expecting her seventh child when the family abandoned their ancestral home in Lahore and moved to Amritsar. It took years, decades, generations, for them to feel at home again.


Like most Indian families, both sides of my parents’ family are obsessed, to some degree, with the male child and his privileges. My mother tries to rationalize it. She tells me brutal stories of how other significant adults were mean to girls, but she becomes protective about her own mother and father. They were valiant and fair.


I did not get a chance to know my mother’s parents very much, but my Nani appears in my dreams sometimes. I want to speak to her. I want to know how parents can love their daughters and still not give them permission to have any agency over their lives. I want to know how they can silently reaffirm that girls must have no control over their destinies. It angers and baffles me. I know that Nani won’t have the answers.


I am determined to break the script my grandmothers lived and died by. They were powerful women who did not have the authority to protect their own children. They were caregivers for everyone but they did not have permission to assert their needs and desires. Ammi, my mother-in-law, would show me the way.


There are those who will celebrate the ‘sacrifice’ of women; I insist on calling out abuse.


My father’s mother had three sons. Dadaji, my father’s father, is the only grandparent I really got to know. He lived past ninety. We were both loving and confrontational in our relationship with each other. I defied him in ways that no one else did. We taught each other a lot.


Dadaji took the news of my decision to marry Afzal—a Muslim from Uttar Pradesh—very badly. For a few days, he seemed to lose his grip on reality. He began to hallucinate and became paranoid. We did not know whether he would recover, but he did. When he met my in-laws eventually, he was gracious, soaking in conversations in Urdu with my father-in-law and Afzal. When our youngest child Naseem was born, he called out to her each time we visited, and glowed with happiness when she responded to him.


Raising children and being in love make me vulnerable. I have learnt that vulnerability is not weakness. Recognizing one’s vulnerability is pure courage. It gives me the will to stand up to oppression—to be honest, to confront. It makes me see things with clarity.


~


As with most children, my early writing in school tended to focus on my family. When we went through hard times as a household—shifting cities and schools and missing our father as he joined the private sector in the 1980s—I wrote thinly-veiled fiction for my school magazine. I wrote of the death of a sibling. I wrote of longing to belong and be understood.


My words seemed to upset my parents. My mother sat me down next to her, held the school magazine in her hand and asked me what I meant to say in the story I had written. I felt like a culprit. I stopped writing. I became lost and confused. My voice turned small. I lied a lot.


In my early thirties, I began to blog anonymously after our second daughter Aliza was born. Aliza is a liberator. Every time I feel fear—on the dentist’s chair or on the doctor’s examination bed—I chant Aliza Aliza Aliza. She is courage.


I write to express happiness. I have an immense capacity for being happy. I clap my hands and hop, skip and jump. I smile in my selfies. I don’t find enough space in the real world to express my joy. I take photos of it, write fragments of poetry and post it online. I go to my children’s room and make funny faces. Speak in strange accents.


I write to see myself through the tunnel of darkness. I write myself out of the bottomless well.


I sort out my position and my feelings by writing about them.


I write, also, to make place for love. This is important. We refuse to recognize love, for fear of what it might ask from us. We shoo love away, and destroy it. We express love as anxiety and anger. Let’s separate fear from affection. Let our love be seen and felt.


I feel anxious about what is considered ‘normal’ in most families. The notion of family and community honour horrifies me. The idea that children must be trained—so, they lose their spontaneity and confidence—alarms me. We have a callous attitude towards mental health issues. We tolerate the abuse of our own children because we are too timid to challenge power structures. I write to dismantle hierarchies; I write to honour the child in each of us.


The soul of the child is nourished by the well-being of the parents. I write to banish the silence between my parents and me. It has been my life’s journey to cut through the fog of expectations and connect with the essential self of my mother. Unless I recognize the layers within them, I will not be able to understand the layers within me. Perhaps the root of my sorrow is not having a direct connection, a deep intimacy with my mother. And the root of her sorrow is the same.


I write to keep my own head above the water; to remind myself to be gentle and humble; to slow down and make time for each other.


I write to remember my mother’s unsung sister and the child who decided to give up too soon. I write to honour the difficult love of parents. I write to speak to my brothers, my husband and children; to let them know me, to build trust again. I write to reclaim my father.


I write at the risk of exposing myself to ridicule, so that the fear of derision falls away as I go along. I write to banish shame.


I want readers to feel that their own stories and personal experiences are important, and sharing doesn’t diminish us. We can seek support. We can find a language that connects us. We can recover our strengths—for, each of us is a storehouse of power and healing.


To restore the tattered fabric of the world around us, we must return to nurture its core unit—the family and the individual. I write about friends and co-workers, love and marriage, unexpected encounters and relationships, raising daughters and the idea of India. I write about parenting and self-love, and about learning to fight for the sake of rejuvenation.


I write for you and me and for a gentler, more just world.
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You Have Forgotten Some Things, Mamma?


We are the parents of three children, but don’t let the number distract you. The more kids there are, the better the photos. The more there are, the more time off a parent gets—and the higher the sense of achievement when anything gets done at all—like being on schedule for the school bus, or noticing that one has forgotten one’s phone within ten minutes of leaving home.


Now, you may stop to wonder at the kind of people we are. Fairly unthinking in our actions, you may conclude. Somewhat inspired in our decision-making, but generally quite foolish.


You may be right.


~


What can I say? I had always fantasized about being a parent. I had been making notes in The Parent Project file for over a decade—well before our first child was born. And they were good notes.


The first time I held my baby in my arms, I was still on the delivery table. She was wailing like the just-born infant she was. I began to sing to her. Her cry trailed off. I was sure she was listening. She knew my voice.


It took me a while to realize that my singing wouldn’t calm her down each time. Within a fortnight, my husband, my mother and I had a handy checklist to figure out why the baby might be crying. It went like this:


1) Is she hungry?


2) Needs to be burped?


3) Has a wet nappy?


4) Wants to be rocked to sleep?


5) Is her nose blocked?


6) Back to square one.


Sometimes, it was none of the above.


With time, many of my closely held myths and certainties about parenting fell away.


I now know that parenting is not just about creation. Creation comes later. It is about destruction first—the soundless collapse of your ego. Saying goodbye to the self that you were before the first pregnancy. Redefining an identity.


Being a parent means feeling, at once, a sense of pride and a sense of loss. It’s hard to put your finger on what is missing. You sift through childhood memories again and again for clues—for a sense of what has been mislaid. You sift through them, also, to identify fears that you don’t want to pass on and the trauma you don’t want your kids to relive.


I soon realized how easy it had been to proclaim I’d be unlike my parents and how complicated it was to be independent of my sociocultural baggage.


In the middle of my life, when I embarked on a parenting trip, I didn’t mean to sign up for a self-improvement course. I had things to teach, not learn. I knew my moral science lessons by heart. I knew manners and etiquette. I knew the websites to look up, and had a hardback book with pictures for ready reference.


Yet, suddenly, the things I thought I understood didn’t seem all that effective. They asked to be tested and engaged with constantly. Should adults necessarily be obeyed? Are teachers always right? How much ice cream is too much ice cream? Can one wear crocs with a lehenga?


The most inconvenient lesson has been this business of leading by example. It is such an underhand deal! Why can’t I stay online while the children are offline? Why do I have to sleep well and eat healthy and sit up straight before my children do? Remember how our parents said, ‘You can do what you like when you grow up’? Hello, this is cheating, I’d like to declare!


In all this, though, there has been a most unexpected gift—the wisdom of children. Kids remind us what we were like when we started out, what we can be like and what can be reclaimed. As Aliza once put it gently, ‘I know everything already, but you have forgotten some things, Mamma.’


Children also have a natural sense of fairness and justice. All I need to do, as a parent, is trust them, so their trust in themselves is not damaged. This takes so much pressure off me.


‘Everybody loves me,’ said our youngest child. ‘All the guests in our house love me.’ She was four years old.


‘That sounds like a good thing,’ I replied. Something about her tone made me say this.


‘I don’t like that,’ she complained.


‘Why don’t you like that?’ I asked.


‘Yesterday, after my aunt talked very nicely to me, she scolded her daughter a lot. I didn’t like that.’


I held her close. Children look out for those who matter to them. They hurt when we hurt. They want to call out meanness and cruelty.


I must acknowledge my children’s feelings when they express them. Be gentle, both as a listener and speaker, so they know they are valued.


Once more, I need to lead by example. Every now and then I pat myself on my back and say, ‘Good job, woman. I’m impressed with you.’
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Sahar, the Firstborn, a Bridge to My Former Self


When I would dream of having children, Sahar is the daughter I would see by my side.


As our firstborn turned eleven, she walked into my room wearing a sleeveless shirt she had found on her own while searching for summer clothes. It was my shirt. I had outgrown it after Sahar was born.


Wearing that shirt, I had gone to work; chatted with my colleague in the basement office; been a professional news cameraperson; picked up equipment and filmed interviews. That shirt had made me feel triumphant.


There were no words, but I couldn’t let go of Sahar as I held her in a tight hug.


‘One thing I don’t like about my mother is that when she is upset, she doesn’t tell me why she is upset,’ Sahar had written in a school essay when she was nine.


‘We’ll hold hands till our conversations come back,’ I had written in my diary in response.


Our conversations are coming back. Stories that had gone silent in my head are returning. As our children grow up they help us recover from the exhaustion of being parents to very young offspring. They reassure us that we can get some rest now.


‘Did you like middle school?’ Sahar asked me as she explored a pile of new books we had bought. She was moving from being a senior in primary school to a junior in senior school.


I recalled the chaos of our class that had almost fifty students. The beauty and energy of some of my teachers. The wonder of studying geography and chemistry. Mrs Neera Sharma, our geography teacher, was so keen to teach us the details of the physical world, she would pick up speed towards the end of each period. I became a traveller in her class. Mrs Meera Maini, our graceful chemistry teacher, showed me everything a woman could be.


We talked about my misadventures with Sanskrit. I was terrible at remembering things I didn’t understand. My attention would waver. I told Sahar that Sanskrit made me desperate. I made elaborate plans to cheat in exams.


‘You cheated in school?’ my daughter asked, wide-eyed.


‘Yes, it was such a waste,’ I said. ‘During the exam, I was so scared, so tense. What if I get caught? How will I cope? What will my mother think?’


‘How will my mother feel? There’s always that,’ Sahar whispered. I was startled to hear this about me.


‘You worry about my reactions when you are in school?’ I asked. I imagined myself as a laidback, permissive parent. Yet, there was a pile of expectations I seemed to have heaped on this child. She was wearing my clothes, but she was only eleven.


She asks very little of us, our firstborn. She is keenly attuned to my fragilities, and those of her father’s. I know we will be better off when she gains the confidence to be more demanding. When she worries less about the breakdown one of us might have, trying to keep the balance from tipping over.


I speak to Sahar a lot more now about how I feel. I tell her stories of times when I was petrified but acted calm; times when I was so happy I couldn’t stop my tears. She listens with her equanimous expression. I flaunt audacious dance moves as I brush my teeth. She covers her eyes and says, ‘Oh god, where do you learn these things from!’


She asks us at the dinner table if we can go to Port Blair this summer. She was born in the capital city of the Andaman and Nicobar Islands. We often recount tales of our travels all over the Andamans with our first baby. She was introduced to the sea at Havelock. We explored Little Andaman with our baby wrapped snug in my blue bandhini dupatta. She wailed inconsolably as we waited in the open by a dock for a boat. It was getting cold and windy and I didn’t know how to keep her warm. I felt shame at my inexperience, imagining that everyone was judging me.


So many stories. The times we lost our way home; the motorcycle rides interrupted by sudden rain; stopping at roadside dhabas to find a corner to nurse my baby—people scandalized at the sight of newbie parents travelling with such a small child. I learnt to let people stare. I practised my vacant smile in response to comments, advice and even reproof from random strangers.


How eager I had been to get everything right. How fearful I was of my beginner’s ignorance.


We will go back, her father promises her. Sahar is disappointed it won’t be soon enough. She wants to see where the story of her life began. She misses a piece of her own puzzle. We seek to build bridges that connect us to our former selves.


Perhaps this is why we, as parents, get so emotional at the visible milestones of our children growing up. Suddenly we come face-to-face with the lost parts of ourselves.


And then, we realize that instead of lamenting the loss, we have the option of recovering what-was.


As my daughter grows into the me I once knew, I grow closer to her as well. I come together, my pieces less scattered, more whole.




Because Balance Is Not Static


Shweta and I had not met each other yet. We knew each other only through our social media profiles—until I received her message in my Facebook inbox:




I am at my Mom’s home now and two weeks away from the due date. Arav is upset because he is here with me and missing his school and friends. He keeps telling me, “Once the baby is out, you can hug me hard and you can pick me up and you can bend down to tie my laces and you can stop drinking Digene.”


His world is disturbed by a baby he didn’t plan. Yesterday I took him to the park and I couldn’t catch up with him. He got so angry he told me he would take a knife and cut me in two. Later he cried. It completely broke my heart.


Why do we have more than one child? Why do we go ahead and disturb the balance that we took so long to find?





I doubt very many of us think this through in a question-and-answer format. I sure hope not. We have a lifetime in front of us to notice clues, collect evidence and create connections that might explain why we are here in the first place. Why do we choose the spouse we do? Why is love not enough to make things work? Why do some friends come back? How do we learn to trust ourselves again? Why do we disturb the balance we took so long to find?


Because balance is not static, I wrote back to Shweta. My fingers seemed to be typing automatically.


We cannot ‘find’ equipoise and hold on to it forever. Seasons will change, disasters will strike, spring will come again. Everything is moving, evolving, growing, decaying around us constantly.


When I was pregnant with our second child, and I took my first work break, I found myself scouring the Internet for ‘pregnancy + depression’ to understand why I felt so low. I was not satisfied with anything that I read. My distress baffled me. I felt physically deflated. I couldn’t bring myself to eat with the enthusiasm I had displayed during my first pregnancy. I felt lost. I searched for a simple answer that would knock me out of this depression. Nothing did.


By the time we reached the last trimester, our second baby had become a real child for me. She kicked and played inside me and reminded me to eat. I started wearing red for the first time in my life. I was large and red and waddling. And pleased with myself. The big, round, glowing face helped.


Aliza was born. The world started reminding us again how obsessed everyone was with gender. Without a second thought, I ignored the barbed comments and disappointment of others. In the delivery room, nurses had refused to respond to me when I asked whether the baby was a girl or a boy. I didn’t need their answer. I recognized Aliza as soon as she was born. She cried in an odd, heavy voice. She was red-faced like a tomato. She was new, she was different, she had chosen us.


Three days later, my husband and I were sitting in a paediatrician’s waiting room with our two daughters. I was holding our as-yet-unnamed infant in my arms.


Our firstborn and I seemed to have a private cocoon around us. We were one. We could be anywhere, in any setting, yet we were a self-contained island. Our personal universe was cozy and perfect.


Suddenly two-year-old Sahar walked off towards the play area in the clinic. She climbed on to a slide. And it happened. She walked out of our bubble. We were two separate people. We were no longer perfect. We weren’t supposed to be perfect. We were free. We stretched ourselves in different directions, in a new light. It was a moment of liberation.


‘She will heal us,’ my husband had said when I first told him that I thought we might be pregnant a second time. ‘She has liberated me,’ I thought, the first time I stepped into the world with her.


And that was only the beginning.


The new baby will be the greatest gift your family will receive, I wrote to Shweta. She will bring courage and freedom. I know what I am talking about here. I am a second child myself. My father is nodding in agreement as he reads this right now.




[image: ]


Aliza, the Second, the Valiant Princess


‘I know the meaning of Sahar, Aliza and Naseem, but what is the meaning of Natasha?’ Aliza asked me.


We were sitting on high stools around a table in a café—before us, leftovers of pasta, pizza and pastries.


‘Natasha means one who is loved by all,’ I said. I make up whatever I feel like when I have to answer this question.


Aliza got off her stool and came to me. She put her arms around me and said, ‘That’s why all of us love you so much.’


I had an instant out-of-body experience. This is real, this is real, a voice reassured me. Aliza and our early interactions flashed through my mind.


There is so much about our children that we find ourselves unprepared for. I don’t mean colic and diaper rash. I mean personality traits. World-view-things.


Aliza arrived with some gifts and talents that were actually unfamiliar to me. I could see them but it was not easy for me to recognize them. She seemed to have a clear version of how things had to be and she would demand compliance—she’d protest, negotiate, dig her heels in.


She would also celebrate the world as if it had just been invented.


Our second-born child was eager to start school. Yet, as she moved from playschool to nursery, our world cracked open—we had a newborn baby in the family—a third daughter. A week into starting to go to school, Aliza decided she wanted to stay at home.


Every nursery class has inbuilt chaos. Some children arrive crying. Some want to go home before the day ends. Everyone and everything is new. The anonymity is scary. ‘I am okay in school,’ Aliza told us, ‘but I don’t like to see other children cry.’


I reasoned with her, trying to offer an explanation that she might accept. I consoled her. Aliza was unconvinced.


In retrospect I see that Aliza’s relationship with school and her sensitivity to the harshness of it was linked to Aliza’s life at home.


A four-year-old caught between two siblings, Aliza was already feeling lost in the crowd. The atmosphere of school exaggerated that. She was desperately missing the love and protection of her parents, and school made her feel doubly vulnerable.


Aliza fought back. She became a princess. She insisted on wearing glittering dresses with golden borders and diamonds on her sandals. Where is my magic wand? I demand my wings. She refused the life we offered her.


Aliza and I became estranged and confused. We loved each other passionately, yet we could not reach out to one another. She threw tantrums. I started throwing tantrums in response. I hit her to make her stop screaming. I said horrible things. It would leave me in shock for days.


It must have been worse for her.


Sahar cowered in fear. The baby watched. Sometimes she would respond with anger and tears, too.


Why is Aliza so fragile? I would wonder. The answer came to me as another question. Why are you so fragile, Natasha?


Our recovery started when I calmed down and accepted Aliza’s ways. We shut out every other voice to listen to her. A few days into staying at home with me, Aliza started self-schooling. She accepted the rules we made together—no watching cartoon films during school hours. She started painting, drawing and colouring. I labelled her works of art and put dates on them, hanging them on a string across our room.


At some point, Aliza started wearing cotton frocks and forgot all about the billowy satins with laces, the nets with red and gold roses that she had received as gifts. She was okay with being herself. We were both happy. Happier.


Some years later, the same Aliza—who had felt neglected, and who needed time off—hugged her mother in a café and made her feel like a princess.


Parenting. You’ve got to learn when to run and when to walk. Ears are useful.




The Happiness Key


‘Sorry, Mamma, sorry,’ Aliza came running to me one day, holding her ears. ‘I’m sorry for all the wrongs I have done so far.’ In one clean sweep, our four-year-old cancelled out a year full of tantrums after the birth of her little sister.


We’ve been growing up with our kids.


I call child-rearing a game because it inspires us to play. Play demands creativity, one gets better with practice and if one maintains the right spirit, there’s laughter and fun. Play can also get difficult, it requires fitness and training.


We used to stay up nights sometimes, well into our twenties, playing Carrom or Bluffmaster—a group of cousins and friends. Partners would devise elaborate codes to communicate, scrutinize adversaries, look for clues in their every expression and make a move.
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