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			For Esmé-Olivia and Richard Junior. 

			This book was published during a universally testing time. 

			It is almost as if the entire world is on fire. 

			Although it will perhaps never again be of this magnitude, there will be many more fires throughout both of your lives. 

			Always remember that you possess enough water to fight those flames. 

			All my love,

			Mummy
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			Introduction 

			The bedazzled characters which gyrated across the screen of my own mother’s TV were decorated in ensembles which mimicked the ones I had spotted on the VHS cover of the salacious movie Dancehall Queen. I say spotted on the cover, because with its hypersexual references and bad language, I wasn’t allowed to watch Dancehall Queen until many years later – but from the picture on the cover alone, I knew what to liken these characters to – the only difference being that these young black British women weren’t trying to secure themselves as head monarch of any bacchanal or ballroom; instead they were trying to navigate life whilst being regarded as what is often painted as one of the lowliest in black British society: a baby mother. 

			Now to be clear, as I would never want anyone to say that I’m lackadaisical in my understanding, the Oxford English Dictionary explanation of the meaning of the word babymother is as follows:

			babymother; noun: the mother of one or more of a man’s children, who is not his wife or current partner.

			Origin: 1960s: from baby + mother, after babyfather; originally in Caribbean English.

			Before the term ‘babymother’ was co-opted by the mainstream and repackaged as this cool title often edited to the Americanised ‘Baby Mama’, within the thickened walls of the black community it was quite literally the mark of the beast. 

			‘Now don’t you become someone’s baby mother!’ my father would warn. ‘You’re better than that!’ 

			‘Try and get married first,’ aunties would advise. ‘It just sets a better tone.’ 

			‘All I know is, I don’t want to be with no baby mother,’ I’d overhear less than suitable bachelors, already four kids deep, chant whilst I sat in the barbershop.

			To have a child out of wedlock seemed to be quite a new cultural shift within black society, especially since the society of which I speak was only just being acknowledged by the British. My own nan and grandad hastily threw themselves up the aisle once they both clocked that my nan’s period hadn’t been left on the shore of a beach in Barbados, but instead had been halted due to the physical storytelling of their young love and her womb was now heavy with the perceived burden of sin, which they quickly had to rectify in order to not be ‘shamed’. 

			This feeling was perhaps compounded by having to navigate the move to the UK not even a decade after the Windrush. Continuing learned protocol, they both knew that in order to celebrate what would go on to be my mother’s life, they had to be seen to be committed both in the eyes of the church and more relevantly, their very nosy community. 

			But in the late 80s and early 90s, a new trend began to emerge. Be it based on self-prophesised propaganda or the complicated effects stemming from layered issues related to race and gender which deserve to be scrutinised in another book, what seemed to be happening is that some young black women were being left holding a baby and not much else. And for those who had pondered on doing the leaving because they had perhaps been stuck in a relationship more ill-fitting than an Instagram shop outfit, they now felt as though feminism had extended its white hand towards them and they could finally decide to raise a child alone, without the heat of shame warming their neck.

			But no matter how these women ended up alone was besides the point. Society had made up its mind that black mothers would find their layers of womanhood, and the other details and nuances which made them individuals, stripped away, and they were relegated to being mere baby mothers. The entire embodiment of their personal self seemed to be cast aside because they made the most selfless decision of all, which was to raise their child regardless of their current relationship status. 

			‘I am not your baby mother, I am the mother of your child!’ I remember hearing a faceless woman spit at an equally faceless man one day. 

			And now the term ‘baby mother’ isn’t just a succession of piercing words solely cast upon single black mothers, it’s become a label which is used primarily to dismantle and disable the legitimacy of black women’s version of motherhood in general. It’s used in a way to demean and perhaps unintentionally put a red mark through any ideas along the lines of assimilating black motherhood with positivity and success.

			And for that reason alone, the fear of becoming a baby mother, I perhaps resisted the idea of having my own children. There are far more layers to my nonchalance towards becoming a mother, which we will unravel within the pages of this book, but as with most appropriated things, it seems that only the ones who feel strangulated by the negative stereotype at hand seem to want to do away with the respect­ive term altogether.

			I personally don’t want to reclaim the term baby mother. It can stay on the shelf, thanks. I want black women, black women who happen to be mothers, to be given space to share their multifaceted motherhood journeys – irrespective of their family make-up, current financial situation or number of past lovers – with pride. I want black women to know that their version of motherhood is as righteous and as sacred as any other and deserves to be as protected as any other woman’s. I want black mothers to be able to share their worries about pregnancy, their birth stories (be they traumatic, tragic or testimonial) and beyond, because that’s what their white female counterparts have been doing for decades and, I must add, getting paid very well for. 

			When we think about black British women being depicted as mothers in the media, what’s the first thing that comes to mind, if anything at all? Is it a well-to-do-looking woman, sitting cross-legged in a vegan cafe breastfeeding her baby whilst reading a book about transcendental meditation? Or is it a loud-mouthed caricature who doesn’t seem to be enjoying motherhood at all? 

			I’ve desperately craved a space where I can discuss my motherhood journey, openly and honestly, all whilst capturing the original moments which make being a black British mother so unique. I want the space to talk about the fact that black women in the UK are five times more likely to die in childbirth than their white counterparts. I desire the space to talk about how when I thought about naming my children I was purposeful in my decision to be mindful of names which could perhaps be defined as ‘ghetto’. I deserve the space to speak about how the minute I found out I was pregnant with my son, that my partner and I felt that this was our sign to get out of London, for fear of having to prematurely bury him due to the spike in knife crime which primarily sees black boys at both ends of the blade.

			This book will be part memoir and part manifesto, a tell-all and self-help book combined. Quite frankly, it’s the book I wish I was gifted when I found out I was pregnant. Primarily, I hope this book helps black British mothers feel validated and encouraged to take up space. For all others reading it, I hope I’m able to help accurately describe the many hurdles black British mothers are up against. And I want to add that even if you aren’t a black mother, that doesn’t mean that this book isn’t for you. In more ways than one, it will perhaps be better for you than anyone else, because dismantling this unfair and incorrect negative stereotype is going to take group effort. 

			And finally I want all to know that: 

			I may have a baby. 

			I may be a mother. 

			But I am not your baby mother. 

		


		
			1

			The Bluest Line 

			To set the tone of this book, I need to begin with disarming honesty. That’s the way I like to live my life, you see. I think it is the best way to protect yourself; to dig deep down into that proverbial basket of ‘dirty laundry’ and proudly hang it out in the street for all to see.

			So, here goes: I never wanted children. 

			So much so, that when my contraception failed me in my early twenties, I knew without a shadow of a doubt that an abortion was the way to go. 

			Now, I want to start by telling you this for two reasons. Firstly, within the black community, something as personal and ‘unclean’ as an abortion is supposed to be kept secret. Continuing the theme of having to play up and into a role of perceived public perfection, I have known many black women who have carried the weight of their swollen belly and its abrupt but necessary ending in silence, because we come from a place where you aren’t supposed to subject yourself and your foetus to such a thing. 

			Secondly, I want to develop a relationship with you, the reader, that is rooted in trust. I’ve built a career on being as authentic as possible, no matter how overused that term now is, and I think it would be grossly unfair of me to paint an insincere picture of myself. 

			Now, I’m fully aware that my revelation might have already made you fling this book across the room with anger. Maybe you’re like the many pockets of states in the USA who, often for religious reasons, feel that a woman should bring forth life no matter her circumstances. Maybe you’re a man who feels entitled to a woman’s body, to determine her choices. Whatever the case, I am pro-choice, and back then my abortion was the right choice for me – especially as I was newly single and in my early twenties.

			Raising a child on my own was never something I longed to do, primarily because of what I saw friends of a similar age experience and being the eldest of three to a single mother. As far as I’d seen, the job of being someone’s mother was usually rooted in hardship and very rarely celebrated. At family functions, mothers sat in circles, similar to those found in church, bemoaning their chores, responsibilities and the fact that they felt like they’d given up bright futures for the young children who sat at their feet in forced silence, because their babies were being raised to be ‘seen and not heard’. 

			Coupled with the fact that my instinct warned me that the man I had fallen pregnant to was not going to be winning any Father of the Year awards, I knew deep down that not bringing a child into an already precarious situation was what was right for me. 

			Five years after that abortion, I was faced with another blue line illustrating that I was still as fertile as my ancestors, and I felt exactly the same as I did the first time. Although this time I wasn’t single and I knew the child would be born into an abundance of love, I still felt incapable of being a mother. 

			I had to ask myself, why. I was no longer in my early twenties, so I didn’t have to fear being socially chastised for being ‘too young’. In fact, many female family members had recently taken to asking me if everything was OK ‘down there’ because at twenty-six, there was an expectation for me to have long since thrown myself at the pearly gates of motherhood, even if the resounding belief was that it was more hell than heaven. I was in love with my partner and although we weren’t as financially secure as I would have liked, if I was honest with myself, that wasn’t the reason I didn’t feel ready or able to have a child. 

			I needed to look beyond my present circumstances and instead look back to when I was a baby to begin to understand my complex relationship with motherhood. My upbringing was unique because I was raised primarily by my maternal grandfather. Shortly before I was born, he was mugged. It was a violent crime that left him blind in one eye and no longer able to work. So when I was finally earthside and my mother wanted to return to work after having me, it was my grandad, George (or Bentley, depending on the setting in which you met him), who looked after me whilst my nan, Vonore (or Vern, as we called her), continued to head out to full-time work.

			Before my father and mother had even made it up the aisle my mother found out he was cheating on her – when she was pregnant, no less. I would guess that a mixture of fear and hormones made her try to see past his philandering, but a mere eight months after I was born, my mother made the difficult choice to split up with him and raise me as a single parent. And although I can truthfully attest that I never, ever heard my father refer to her as such, in the eyes of a judgemental society, my mother became a ‘baby mother’. 

			After having me, she remained living at home with my grandparents, giving her immediate access to a support unit which many parents now pay a few thousand for per month. I’ve been told that since I was tiny, my uncle, who was a year my mother’s junior, was at my side. My nan made sure to have my passport ready by the time I was five months because she had already booked a holiday to Barbados where she planned to show me off to all her brothers and sisters. 

			But neither my mum, my uncle, my nan or her brothers and sisters were available to look after me, and so the role fell to my grandad, the jewel in our family crown, the most constant and consistent man in my life. A short, caramel-skinned man with a sharp wit, a wide smile peppered with flecks of gold and a wealth of wisdom. When my mother declared that she wanted to return to work, he didn’t hesitate to encourage her to leave me at home with him. I think it secretly gave him purpose. He had fallen into a deep depression since having to give up work and being able to take up the role of my primary carer gave him something to focus on. He may have lost the sight in one eye, but the good one was always fixed upon me. So whilst my mother and my nan, the women of the household, went out to acquire the bacon, it was just us.

			From as far back as I can remember, I knew nothing but his strict and loving ways. He gave me all the physical comfort I needed and carried out his matriarchal duties with unconditional skill and dedication. He believed that a routine was the best way to establish intellectual brilliance and he never swayed from this from morning till night – unless we were watching the WWE’s Royal Rumble or, years later, the OJ Simpson trial, when bedtime came around, both of which in his own Bentley way, he deemed as educational. 

			He would wake me up at 7am and instruct me to brush my teeth, after which he would use a warm, wet flannel to dampen my face and remove the crusted sleep out of the corner of my eyes. If it was summer, he would run me the shallowest of bucket baths – though it wasn’t actually a bucket but more of a basin – which was just about wide enough for me to kneel in. As I grew up, I chuckled at the memory of this, mainly because the basin was within a bath. What was the point of that? I guess there are some things he was never able to get used to. 

			Once I had been washed, he would recite simple sums and expect me to know the answer, whilst slathering my face in cocoa butter. ‘So, Boobie,’ he’d ask, ‘what is 4+1?’, his butter-like Bajan accent making the sound of the ‘one’ extend into the question mark. (Boobie was his pet name for me. It was once Boo-ga-loo-ga but over the years he had shortened it, thank God.) 

			From the very beginning, I knew it pleased him for me to show him that I was smart. So, without hesitation, I’d answer his sums between his soft caressing of my now very well moisturised cheeks. 

			As a black man who was part of the Windrush gener­ation, my grandad was hell-bent on believing that anything could be achieved through hard work and a high level of education. His thoughts were not unlike most of the men of that era. It had been harder for him; he had been raised by a single mother in Barbados. Even the most idyllic of holiday destinations are someone else’s home and potentially their hallway of hardship. He found sweet relief in his other four siblings and the freedom afforded to him by growing up against such a nature-rich backdrop, but there was more emphasis put on paying work than schoolwork. It was a lot later in my life that I would work out that he was extremely dyslexic. Often as a young girl, I would see him make excuses when it came to having to sign for something, or blaming his delayed understanding on his ‘bad eye’. And yet, he was the one who encouraged me to ‘flash my pen’ when I wrote so that anyone observing me would know that I was serious. 

			What he lacked in his ability to read and write, he made up for by being a wonderful homemaker. In the late 1980s into the early 90s, long before men lobbied for equal paternity leave or made social media videos illustrating their efforts at learning about the ‘emotional labour’ often laid on their female counterparts, there was my grandad bucking the trend. An accomplished chef, his ability to prepare lavish meals at a moment’s notice was unmatched. Soups, stews and heavily seasoned meats which were left to marinate in old ice cream tubs (which were now reserved for this sole purpose) overnight almost made the dining table bow under their bountiful weight, not just on Sundays but every day of the week. 

			He would keep a watchful eye on the laundry basket, sporadically asking my nan or mother if there was something specific they needed for work which would perhaps need to be dried quickly. When it came to cleaning, he moved like an artist. His duster was his paintbrush moving gracefully over the twenty or so random ornaments which, like most Caribbean homes of that time, would be artfully scattered across the living room – a place I was very rarely allowed to sit in, like most children. He took pride in creating a warm, clean and inviting environment that would be ready for visitors at a moment’s notice, of which there were many. Both he and my nan were popular people. Like most Caribbean immigrants, they relied heavily on their new-found friendship circles to help keep homesickness at bay. Most Fridays ‘uncles’ and ‘aunties’ would fill the living room, and the soft slap of dominoes and deep, small island, accent-tinged laughs would provide the soundtrack to my sleep.

			During my early years at nursery and primary school, he was always there at home time to collect me. Bentley was a firm believer in two things: dark rum and his dark-wood pipe. He would always be reaching into the left inside pocket of his Del Boy coat and pulling out an ochre-coloured pack of matches. In one movement he would strike the match, light his pipe, take three pulls and return the pack of matches to his pocket. As I ran from the classroom and into the playground, all I had to do was look for a body whose head had been replaced with a cloud of smoke. Once the smoke had cleared, there he was; not quite alienating himself from the mothers around him, but standing far enough away to make it clear that he didn’t want to be bothered. 

			He was the original Mrs Doubtfire at a time when he was criticised for taking on the roles usually attached to the matriarch. Some of those closest to him found his willingness to do what the world saw as the more ‘feminine’ duties as something to be mocked. 

			‘Come on now, we all know who wears the trousers! And it ain’t Georgie!’ a male family friend laughed one evening. ‘If we really want to know how things are going to go, then I think it’s best we ask Vern!’ he added. The entire living room chuckled as if agreeing in unison.

			He had a fair point. Vern really was a no-nonsense woman who took pride in dotting every ‘I’ and crossing every ‘T’. Where my grandad excelled in making sure the house was kept together, my nan was meticulous about ensuring that there was, in fact, a house to be kept. Whilst she wasn’t against having a tidy home, my nan wasn’t as strict about cleaning as grandad was. That wasn’t her thing. Her thing was balancing the books. Every Saturday morning before heading to the market, she would lay out every bill and IOU on top of their bed. Sitting on a dark oak ottoman, she would use a calculator as she looked through one of her many cheque books, ensuring that all the numbers made sense. When it came to money there wasn’t a penny nor pound that got past her. Not only was she good at managing what they had, she was also a brilliant saver, making sure to put money aside for a rainy day – and monsoon season.

			I often describe her as an oak tree: her roots are deep and unseen, perhaps entwined around memories too hard for her to share; her trunk is rigid and thick, unmoved by any metaphorical or actual upset that may blow her way. She is human, of course, and very rarely you might see her branches gently bend in the breeze. But note I said bend: I’ve yet to see one break. 

			But this is not to say that she didn’t have a softer side; she did.

			In fact, many would often remark that it was I who brought out that part of her personality. Although she worked during the week, Saturday and Sunday afternoons were usually reserved for her carting me to and from her friends’ houses or to one of the many functions she had been invited to. In my earlier years it was almost unheard of for her to go anywhere without taking me along. On Friday evenings she would go through my wardrobe, sometimes allowing me to choose what dress and matching shoes I would sport that weekend. And her face would pop with pride whenever someone thought she was my mum.

			‘She looks just like me, doesn’t she!’ she laughed, clearly tickled that she still looked young enough to have such a young child. ‘But no, I am her grandmother!’ she would assure them, leaving a slight gap after announcing this to allow those she was in conversation with to interject with animated surprise and questions about her skincare routine.

			After which she would always give me the tightest hug and let them know that I was her ‘number one’.

			And I was. Being her first and only grandchild, she always made me feel special. Nothing was too much trouble. When I began to show an interest in dance, it was she who found a nearby dance class in Streatham. She encouraged me to practise ballroom and jazz by not only paying for the thrice weekly classes but making sure my dance kit was always in tip-top condition. To this very day, one of her many treasured artefacts is a plastic rainbow. It might look like another useless ornament, but upon closer inspection you will see that inscribed across each colour of the rainbow is the name of a specific ballroom dance, like the cha-cha-cha or foxtrot. This was my award. 

			Every six weeks, we would be tested on a specific dance and if you passed, you were gifted with that portion of your rainbow. Of course, there were many times I found the choreography too difficult. Whilst I knew where my left foot should go, I struggled to get it there in time. 

			‘You! You can dance!’ one jazz teacher remarked during a dance lesson a decade or so later. ‘But you struggle to pick up choreography and that will be your downfall,’ she went on. It felt like the metaphorical sweet she had just given me had suddenly turned bitter. And not long afterwards, I gave up my long-held dream of being a professional dancer.

			But back when I was a child, my nan would hear nothing of the sort. Each week we would arrive at the lesson and she would pull out her knitting. Her eyes would dart back and forth from her dancing needles to me whilst I stumbled ungracefully through a dance of my own. Some lessons would end in tears. 

			As we would make our way back to her car, she would hug me and tell me to try harder next time, but she would never agree to me quitting the classes altogether. Her balance between ensuring that I understood the importance of sticking to a goal but also leaving space for my childish frustrations was exactly what I needed at the time, even if I didn’t know it. And it was a joy to waltz in those softer moments with her, because I knew that by the time we returned home any such gentleness would evaporate. My nan’s mood mimicked her surroundings; when the house was quiet, her smiles were rare and any signs of happiness on her face were fleeting. I was wise enough to decipher that she and Grandad weren’t getting along well, so maybe that was why. 

			Now I’m older, I get it. The Black Woman is one with many faces. This is not because we want to fool the world, but because we must work overtime to ensure the world doesn’t fool us. Kindness can quickly be taken for weakness, and should a frown be worn for too long, the Black Woman could incorrectly be perceived as angry. But my nan cared not for the latter. She wasn’t angry, she was busy. And perhaps she thought there was not much time for smiling as there was so much work to be done. She was simultaneously trying to save her home and marriage. That would suck the joy out of me too. 

			When I look back now, I think she busied herself with the more traditionally masculine aspects of the household because deep down (and publicly) she felt that she had stumbled into a life she never wanted. She was one of fourteen children born to less than happy parents, in what was often described as a house of horrors. It was clear that her own upbringing was quite the turn-off in regard to being a mother. ‘I really wanted to be a nurse,’ she told me, her soft Bajan accent pulling in on the words. ‘I could’ve done so much with my life, but before I knew it, I had your mother, and shortly after, your uncle. Your grandad always wanted a big family, but I wanted to be free of the torture of home and build a life for myself.’ 

			The first time I fell pregnant, she was forthright with her advice: ‘If you know what’s best for you, my dear, you better get rid of it.’ She wasn’t optimistic about the father, either. Even though I was no longer with him, once I had told him I was pregnant, he showered me with promises. And even though my then full stomach knew those promises were empty, I couldn’t help but sometimes daydream about this perfect family set-up which I knew he would never deliver on. My nan was my instincts personified. 

			‘Listen,’ she warned. ‘He is going to tell you all manner of things right now, but the minute that baby is born, you will be lumbered and stuck. You don’t want to end up like your mother.’ 

			That last line came at me like a sharp uppercut from Muhammad Ali himself and firmly boxed me out of my daydream and into the real world. My mum had all three of her children with the best intentions. Those intentions had been pumped with verbal steroids by, at the time, seemingly good men, but as the years had unravelled, she had been left holding the babies and the bills. My nan was right. I had been on the frontline of that struggle, and I didn’t want to repeat that kind of history. Over the next few days it wasn’t just the incorrectly named ‘morning sickness’ keeping me awake at night. I went back and forth with my decision over and over in my head, playing out each and every scenario I could think of. 

			My mum didn’t even try to entertain the idea of an abortion. 

			‘Babies are a blessing!’

			‘Anything that comes your way, we will work through it.’

			‘Life can change in twenty-four hours, and what feels like a struggle now could turn out to be your biggest success.’ 

			Whilst I knew she meant well with her positive platitudes, I also knew that the time just wasn’t right. Plus, it’s easy to talk positively about hardship when hindsight is on your side. No encouraging words were enough to erase the nights when the lullaby to send me to sleep as a little girl was my mother’s crying, because she was unsure of how she would pull off another week of raising us. 

			My mind was made up. I would have an abortion. 

			As geography
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