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An honest and insightful look at the impact of a tragedy on a family. A FINALIST and highly recommended! 

The Wishing Shelf Book Award 2020 

Where Have We Come is sincere and raw, a real tear-jerker. Saz Vora provides honest insight into the prejudices and trials that haunt couples from different backgrounds 

Indies Today

A beautiful love story. It is modern and global in thought, yet fiercely Indian at heart.

Nik and Reena are unforgettable characters. They will stay with me for a long time to come. 

Sarah Ismail, Editor, Same Difference. 

A thought-provoking story that explores the complex emotions of giving birth to and the losing a child extremely sensitively. Saz recounts her personal journey tackling topics such as generational conflicts, economic privilege, cultural issues and gender politics with the backdrop of Bollywood. 

Dr Pushpinder Chowdhry, MBE, Festival Director, UK Asian Film Festival
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I grew up straddling British and Gujarati Indian culture. My books are stories that make you think, for readers who like the multicultural layers of South Asian family drama, Bollywood style gatherings and lots of references to food. I draw on my upbringing in England and the layers of complexity of living with my Indian heritage and my Britishness and use this to create stories to represent people from a diverse community with honest and positive life experiences.

Where Have We Come was a finalist in The Wishing Shelf Book Awards 2020, it is based on true events that has shaped my outlook on life’s trials and tribulations. My short story Broad Street Library was long listed in Spread the Word Life Writing Prize 2020.

Please visit my website, where you can read my blog and sign up to my newsletter where I will share, missing scenes, recipes, playlists and all things book related.
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All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organisations, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Note from Saz

The spelling used in this book is British which may be strange to American readers, but NOT to those living in Australia, Canada, India, Ireland or the United Kingdom. This means color is colour. I hope this is not confusing and will not detract from your reading experience.

The Gujarati words used in this book can be found in the Glossary at the back.
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“You’re my moon, you’re my sun, you’re the star of my eyes.”

Translated lyrics from “Chanda Hai Tu Mera Suraj Hai Tu” Lata Mangeshkar, Anand Bakshi

SOUNDTRACK

To enhance your reading experience, you can listen to the playlist for Where Have We Come on Spotify

Songs for Amar- Where Have We Come 
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For Chetan.

To Papa I miss you so much.
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January 6th, 1990 – four years later

UMI ARRIVES WITH A TOTE BAG and gives me a hug.

“You’ve grown so big,” she pushes me away, the bag rubbing against my side. 

“I know,” I say, stroking my belly.

“So what time is Anne-Marie coming?”

I tell her Anne-Marie is working today and won’t be coming until her shift finishes. Her eyes dart towards the clock. “Let’s have tea and cake,” she says and heads for the galley kitchen that runs at the back of the open-plan living area of our renovated Victorian workman’s cottage.

I sit at the round table as Umi collects the teapot, teacups, saucers and plates from the kitchen cupboards. She pulls out a Marks and Spencer Victoria sponge and brings the plate to the table, saying, “I’ve missed cake.”

“Don’t they eat cake in Thailand?” I ask.

“Not Marks and Spencer Victoria sponge. Don’t get me wrong, the food was amazing.” She cuts a huge slice, takes a bite and walks back to the kettle.

She takes my hand. “So, what’s wrong?”

“I wish the dreams would stop. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

Umi and I don’t have any secrets. She has been through my highs and lows and knows all about my anxiety attacks.

“I should have stayed here,” she adds. 

“No,” I reply, looking at her concerned face.

Umi had been to Thailand for Christmas, after another breakup with Peter. They had already broken up twice before and somehow drifted back together. Umi is ready to take their relationship to the next level. Peter isn’t in the same space. She was devastated when they broke up this time and booked the holiday on a whim, wanting to get as much distance from Peter as possible.

“Did you have a good time?” 

She looks glorious, her naturally curly hair shining and her beautiful skin glowing from exposure to the sun. I wonder what is stopping Peter from committing to her.

“Yes, I loved it all. Massage, spas, swimming, being waited on. I’m glad I went, but we’re talking about you. Still the same dreams?”

“Yes, the little girl is so beautiful and mischievous. I feel I know her.”

“I went to see a clairvoyant, and she told me you were going to have a girl.” 

My jaw drops. “Are you serious? When did you start believing in that mumbo jumbo?”

“I just needed some help to move on,” she says, her voice hushed.

“I’m sorry. He does love you. He just isn’t ready yet.” I pull Umi towards me, her eyes dim with sadness. 

“What shall we eat tonight?” she asks me, raising a thin smile.

The doorbell interrupts us.

Umi goes to answer it. We had been catching up on my Christmas break. Usually, Nik and I go away for winter sun, but this year as the baby is due in the second week of January, we hadn’t had a choice but to stay in London. We’d gone to my family for Christmas Day and had spent New Year at Shakti Bhavan. The rest of our holiday had been spent watching our favourite films, eating our favourite foods and making the most of our time together before the baby arrives. We planned to spend one last Saturday night separately, Nik with his friends and me with mine.

This morning I woke up with the taste of bile in my mouth and had thrown up; the anxiety dream of losing the little girl was too vivid. When Nik was getting ready to go out, I’d been fearful of the separation from my husband, and he’d taken me in his arms and had said, “Let’s cancel. Everyone will understand.” I had pulled myself together and told him I was just hormonal and wanted to spend time catching up with Umi. When he left, Nik kissed me longingly, raising his wicked eyebrow. “Are you sure we don’t have time for a quick kiss and cuddle?” I’d laughed and my stomach flipped as I looked into his sparkling eyes.

“Hello, Reena.” 

Anne-Marie is in the small entrance hall, her strawberry-blonde hair tied into a messy knot. She pulls off her round silver-rimmed glasses and wipes them with a tissue. “How are you today?” she asks me and then turns to Umi, “Wow! Umi, you’re glowing. Did you meet someone interesting in Thailand?” she teases.

Umi chortles, “Not everyone goes to Thailand for that. You’re early; we weren’t expecting you until seven-thirty.”

“I finished my work sooner than I thought, and I’ve left Ree’s number with Bill if they need me.” She sits down on the sofa next to me and says, “So do you think this will be our last girls’ night in, Reena?”

“I guess so, until the baby’s at least six months old and sleeping through the night,” I reply.

“So, where have they gone for their boys’ night out?” she asks me.

“They’re at Gino’s so not far ... just in case.” I rub my tummy and see panic momentarily in her eyes.

“He’s not due until the seventeenth. The due date’s still the same?” she quizzes.

“Yes,” I laugh, “I’m only teasing,” although my body is practising lately as I’ve had some powerful Braxton Hicks contractions for the past two days.

“Let me say hello.” She kneels down in front of me and speaks into my tummy.

“Hello, baby. It’s your masi here. How are you today?” An elbow pokes my belly button, and we watch in amazement at my rotund belly.

“Did you see that?” Umi whispers. “Can’t believe she responded like that.” Her eyes twinkle in awe. “How long has this been going on?” she questions us.

“Quite a lot,” I tell her. “You should see my belly when Nik sings; the baby spins round and round.”

“It’s my turn.” She pushes Anne-Marie aside and kneels down to speak at my belly.

“Hello, darling. I’m your favourite masi; I’m looking forward to meeting you.” 

A lump moves by my rib cage. We all laugh at the way my baby reacts to the sound of his aunties. When I had my check-up with Sally on Tuesday, I’d told her I was worried about the baby’s lack of movement and she’d told me the baby’s head had engaged ready for the birthing process, so the loss of sensation of a tumble dryer in my belly was nothing to worry about.

Umi crouches down to stare into the under-counter fridge. “What soup do you want? Mushroom or cauliflower?”

“I don’t mind, whatever,” I reply.

“I want cauliflower, Umi. Are you going to make Reena’s recipe, or have you found something else?”

“Reena’s recipe, obviously, with some tweaks.”

Umi quickly collects the chopping board, knife and pans; she knows my kitchen well, as I know her kitchen. We have spent many hours cooking together. Before she met me, Umi couldn’t cook a thing. I had taught her the basics, and now we compete against each other on producing exciting and delicious food from simple ingredients.

While Umi cooks, Anne-Marie sets the round country-style dining table for three; she opens the bottle of Shiraz and takes out the wine glasses from the cupboard above the sink.

“Are you having a glass tonight?” she asks me.

“No, I don’t feel like a drink tonight.”

She looks in the fridge, “Ginger ale or Perrier?”

I opt for ginger ale, and she pours my glass and hands the glass of red wine to Umi as she sweats the onion and ginger on the stove. The smell of ginger and a hint of curry fill the house. “I’m starving.” Anne-Marie takes a deep breath in to take in the aroma.

“Do you have bread in here?” she asks me as she opens the freezer door. 

I tell her where it is. I have been batch cooking and stocking up the freezer for the last two weeks. Nik had teased me, saying that we’d be eating frozen food for the next six months and reminded me that Anumasi and Motaba would quite easily prepare and send us food.

A hot crusty loaf and a bread knife have been placed on a breadboard on the table. Umi lifts the pot off the stove and brings it to the table. “Right, it’s ready. Let’s eat,” she says.

We tell Anne-Marie about the first time we had created the recipe. It was when I had come down to stay with Umi over the Easter break in our first year. I had wanted to explore London and be near Nik. We’d spent all day at Portobello Market shopping for second-hand clothes. “We bought a bottle of wine and thought we were so grown up and woke up with a huge hangover afterwards,” Umi adds.

After dinner we discuss the names we’ve shortlisted for the baby. The list for boys’ names is longer than girls’. Nik and Umi are adamant the baby is a girl. I was confident when I had my twenty-week scan that we were having a boy, although my certainty has wavered as the dreams of the little girl have become more frequent lately. 

***
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“I CAN SLEEP ON the sofa bed if you want me to stay?” Anne-Marie asks, as she gets ready to leave at ten o’clock. “I’m off tomorrow and Monday.”

“No, don’t worry. Umi’s staying tonight and Nik will be back soon.” I hug her holding back a yawn.

When Umi comes upstairs to the old guest bedroom, she smiles and says, “It’s beautiful; when did you do this?” 

I tell her Nik and I spent the holiday decorating.

“What did his motaba say?”

“Oh, the usual superstitious tosh.”

“Tosh!” She lifts her eyebrows. 

“Yes, I’m trying not to swear; the baby can hear everything,” I say, pointing to my bulging tummy.

I eventually fall asleep. The Braxton Hicks contractions are extreme and, at times, the pain is unbearable. I practice the release of slow breaths through my mouth to ease the pain and find it uncomfortable to settle.

My mouth fills with bile; the contents of my dinner gush out as if through a tap. I steady myself and climb down to the bathroom, turning on the landing lights. My body is getting rid of what I had consumed in preparation for birth.

I am still sitting with my head in the toilet bowl when I hear Umi. 

“Ree, what’s the matter?” I look up, and she says, “Oh, is the baby ready to come?”

I nod. She brushes the hair away from my forehead and sits on her haunches, “Let’s time the contractions.” She raises her left wrist. The contractions are coming every five minutes.

“Where’s your list of phone numbers?” 

I point to the little address book by the phone. She brings the phone to me, and I speak with Sally first. She instructs me to stay calm and head for the hospital. Umi calls the labour ward and then she calls Gino’s.

“It’s time. The baby’s ready to come. Get Nik and the guys to come to the hospital; I’m taking Ree.”
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THE BIG HAND IS ON ONE and the little hand is on eight on the wall clock.

“Where is Nik?” My mind goes back to another time.

My stomach feels as hard as a rock; the pain is unendurable. For the past three days, I had been experiencing lower back pain, and the Braxton Hicks had been more frequent. But the baby wasn’t due for another two weeks, so I’d ignored it, marvelling at how the raspberry tea I had been drinking was helping my body prepare for the birth of our first child.

“Come on, Ree, breathe. You can’t hold your breath; you have to breathe through this.”

The face of my best friend fills with concern. It’s not often you see concern on Umi’s face. She is a repository of calmness and strength. I didn’t expect her to be with me as my birthing partner, but if I had to choose anyone else apart from Nik, it would be her.

My stomach decides to expel the last remnants of this evening’s meal. I hate the bitter taste that fills my mouth; being sick reminds me of my panic attacks. It suddenly dawns on me that my body is expelling my baby.

“I can’t do this on my own, Umi. Where is he?”

“He’s on his way. Any minute now he’ll rush through those doors,” she assures me, pointing to the double doors of the birthing room. As my eyes focus on the doors, they burst open and Nik and the guys rush in. Nik is by my bed in seconds.

“My love, look at me. Breathe; deep breath in, now slowly out. Concentrate on the breathing.” I feel like I’m the only one here with him.

We have practised this many, many times at the classes. As I breathe through the pain, I concentrate on what we’d learnt at the NCT classes and the Lamaze technique. I had opted for a pain relief-free labour. Sally, our midwife, had suggested it to me.

Nik had been apprehensive about the whole process and had tried to convince me that pain relief was a good thing. I stuck to my guns. I was not going to have an injection to numb the pain and reminded him of the many women around the world who gave birth without pain relief.

“Whoa, there’s too many of you here.”

Sally, a tall, slim, chestnut-haired woman stands with her arms out to block our friends. She is in her late fifties although, if you met her, you’d think she was younger. She was my primary contact and had become a firm supporter throughout the pregnancy. I guess she made more of an effort with me because I didn’t have a mother to ask all the questions that had plagued me. It was Sally who monitored my pregnancy at our GP surgery, and as I had opted for as natural a birth as possible, it was Sally who I called when I knew the time had come.

Peter has broken away from Sally’s outstretched arms and is looking into my eyes.

“Reena, you’re unbelievably beautiful when you sweat.” 

I laugh. He smiles at Umi as he turns to walk out of the room.

Sally’s soft, melodious, Gaelic timbre interrupts our laughter.

“Right, let’s check the baby, shall we?” She places a trumpet-like instrument to my bulging stomach. It has become as hard as a rock again, and it feels like a metal bar is beginning to tighten around my waist. Her eyes lock with mine, and she smiles and confirms all is well.

“Breathe, Reena. Remember to breathe through the contractions,” she reminds me, and I exhale through my mouth as the pain ebbs away.

“Can I get Reena into the water? It helps relax her,” Nik asks quietly.

“Let me get a reading from the machine first, Nik.”

Sally wraps a black elastic belt around my bulbous belly. In her hand are a set of plastic discs four centimetres in diameter attached to wires. One disc is placed just below the bulge near my pelvic bone and the second disc is placed on my lower back. The monitor by the screen comes to life with a beeping sound. Both Nik and Umi move towards the graph and stare at it in awe.

“Is that the baby’s heartbeat?” Umi asks Sally.

“Yes, look at it. So strong. Some people can tell whether it’s a boy or girl from this.”

“Can you tell, Sally?” Nik’s expression is full of love and awe. I think he’s actually fallen hook, line and sinker for the person whose heartbeat he’s just seen. He takes my hand and kisses it, gazing into my eyes.

“Look at that, Ree. That’s our child; I knew she’d be strong.”

“He is strong, Nik. I’m the one who gets kicked all the time,” I smile.

As the due date of our firstborn approached, we had been picking names. He was confident we were having a daughter, as was Umi. They’d ganged up on me and kept taking turns in referring to my belly with a girl’s name. Recently he’d been calling my bump Maya. We weren’t supposed to choose our own name: Motaba had already quashed the idea when we brought it up in conversation during a recent lunch at Shakti Bhavan. She had told us it was bad luck to give a child a name that wasn’t selected by the alignment of the stars. Nik and I disagreed with her and were going to pick a name we wanted.

He puts his mouth to my stomach and says softly, “I love you, Maya. Can’t wait to meet you.” The machine pushes out the reading.

“He’s going to get a complex,” I reprimand, through gritted teeth.

He chuckles, “I’ll go fill the bath,” and he walks towards the bathroom.

Nat King Cole’s melodious voice sings on the CD player, “When I fall in love.”

Nik bends from the waist and bows as he waits by the end of the bed. “Your bath has been drawn, my lady.” He helps me get off the bed, lifts me into his arms and walks to the bathroom. Umi asks if she should leave; she is standing awkwardly by the bed.

I look back at her with panic in my eyes. She acknowledges my angst and follows. 

The water in the large bath covers my belly, helping with the pain, and a calmness washes over me. I love water, swimming in it, washing in it, hearing it; it reminds me of happier times in my childhood. Nik and Umi grab stools and sit next to the bath. Umi is making a note of the timing of my contractions. I sip ice-cold water from a glass proffered to my mouth by Nik. The contractions get closer and closer.
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SALLY STANDS AT the bathroom door and commands, “Time to get out of the bath and onto the bed.”

Nik stands behind my head, his arms around my breasts. The water splashes everywhere as I’m lifted out of the bath. The tracksuit bottoms he has changed into are soaking wet.

“Now, let’s dry you off. Can you stand?” he questions. 

I nod in reply. My husband is tall and well built; his T-shirt clings to his broad chest. His sparklingly golden eyes stare intently for any sign of pain.

Umi hands him a soft white towel. He engulfs me in it, scoops me up and carries me to the bed. He pulls the nightdress sleeves up my arms and starts doing up the buttons.

Umi and Sally prop pillows behind me. The bed has been placed against the wall of the birthing room, and a clear-plastic baby crib with a white blanket has been put to one side.

“Let me get this round you,” Sally continues in her soft lilting voice as she wraps the elastic belt around my stomach. The discs are positioned as before, and the monitor screen comes to life with a beeping sound and a blinking wave graph. Sally adjusts the nodes panel and presses a red button to record the heartbeat. Out of a horizontal slot just below the screen, a piece of paper tape, similar in size to a till receipt, begins to come out. She examines it as it curls out and then her brow furrows. She quickly tears the paper out and asks Nik to help move me.

The head of the bed is electronically tilted to sit me up; the base of the bottom part of the bed is lowered, my bottom straddling the edge, legs bent at the knee and stretched wide, my companions holding a leg each. My breath halts as a steel clamp wraps around my full belly, and the chronic waves of pain come without any respite.

“I have to push!” I shout.

“Wait. Let me check how far you’re gone.” Sally is crouching between my legs. She lifts her head. “Go push, but wait for a contraction. Good girl. Now get your strength back.” 

“I can’t do this. It hurts so much; Nik do something!”

“Yes, you can, my love. Come on, breathe. Umi, can you get some ice?” Umi rushes to a small thermos she has placed on the side table and brings out some ice.

“Oh God, there’s something wrong. I know it.”

“Everything’s fine,” reassures Sally.

“Please, get the baby out,” I plead with her.

“One more push, dear. Remember, only with a contraction.”

It is all too quick. The baby’s head is crowning one minute, and the shoulders and the rest of it follow the next. I let out a primal scream as my insides tear.

Sally stops me from pushing. “Wait I need to loosen the umbilical cord.” She holds up a pair of scissors and gestures to Nik. “Congratulations, it’s a boy.” 

His face fills with a lopsided grin, and his head disappears as he cuts the cord. Sally places our son on the bed next to me and uses a clear-plastic tube attached to a rubber bulb to suck out the mucus in his nose and mouth.

He is dark blue in colour, and my first thought is, how strange, he’s the same colour as Peter, neither of our families are dark skinned.

Nik leaps towards the emergency cord by the right side of the bed and pulls it. A taste of bitterness fills my senses. Something is wrong. Please, please don’t let there be anything wrong, I pray silently.

The big hand is on two and the little hand is on three.

As the double doors swing open, I can hear a siren. Umi is pushed out as a male doctor and nurses fill the room.

I glimpse our friends waiting outside the room. There is an orange glow from the flashing light. Peter rushes to Umi ’s side, grabbing her hand, guiding her gently to a chair, their faces full of shock as different equipment is brought into the room.

“What’s the Apgar score?” the doctor barks at Sally.

“Three,” Sally replies, glancing at Nik, brushing a finger under her eyes as she turns her face away.

My heart hurts like someone has just taken hold of it and is squeezing it like a lemon.

The baby is like a rag doll, his arms and legs floppy, and he hasn’t made a sound. The doctor hurriedly wraps him in a blanket and starts rubbing him vigorously. He lays him in the plastic crib on the side of the bed and suctions the mouth again, checks the colour of the mucus, and puts a small clear-plastic mask over his mouth and nose; he attaches a large red rubber balloon to the end and starts pressing rhythmically.

Two nurses, one mousy haired and the other a dark-haired Chinese woman, arrive with a closed incubator and plug it into the wall opposite the bed.

I stare at our baby boy. His colour changes from dark blue to a pale brown, however his fingers and toes are still dark blue.

A red spotlight is placed in the incubator. The monitor that was by the bed is taken to it. They work together silently and mechanically, adding and attaching wires and tubes to the incubator. Our son has small pads put on his chest and back; lines of wire from these pads are connected to the monitor. On the screen, a faint green axis records a wiggly line with small peaks and troughs; underneath, in a box, the numbers change, and a little heart begins to blink. I inhale deeply, my lungs thankful for the oxygen.

On the wall clock the big hand is still on two and the other is on six.

Nik’s face is pale. I feel nothing. Sally has come back to the bed and gives me an injection in my thigh. “We have to deliver the afterbirth, Reena. I want you to push one more time.”

She moves back to the position she was in at the birth and gently pulls as the contractions come. The afterbirth is delivered and placed in a dish. She quickly examines it and hands it to a thin Afro-Caribbean midwife who had arrived to help at the birth. I wonder why I’m empty of all emotions.

Nik looks on at the foot of the bed, his arms hanging by his side. When our eyes meet, I catch my breath. The golden shards have dimmed.

I had watched this scene so many times on television and in films: a new mother holding a sleeping baby in her arms, the father smiling with loving eyes upon his wife and child. I had imagined the same scene for us, but instead of joy, I feel numb.

I hear a soft mewing, the sound of a frightened cat. Nik grabs me in his arms, resting my head on his chest. I begin to shake uncontrollably.

“Nik, get on the bed and hold her,” Sally orders sympathetically. He pulls me to him. I lean into his chest for comfort and warmth; my teeth begin to chatter. My hand rests on his heart. His body softens as he slowly and reassuringly strokes my dark hair, softly and gently.

A woman with a green mask over her face arrives at the foot of the bed; her name badge reads Ms Beckwithe. She examines my tear and explains that I will need many stitches. She fills a syringe with a clear fluid from a glass vial while she says, “Local anaesthetic helps numb the area. Now you’ll feel a prick.” I don’t look at her; my head is back, and I’m focusing on Nik’s eyes. Where have those sparkling shards gone?

I don’t care if she uses an anaesthetic or not, I feel nothing. The pain in my heart has numbed all the physical pain, and I’ve lost the playful twinkling eyes that usually look at me. I close my eyes to shut out the room.

“Hold on. Where are you taking him?” Nik has leapt up off the bed to block the doors.

“Mr Raja, we need to take the baby to the Special Care Baby Unit. We have better equipment there to take care of him,” the dark-haired doctor who has been checking the baby replies in a Midshire accent.

“You’re not taking him anywhere. You can do the tests here!”

“Nik, please, let them do what needs to be done.” Sally gently pulls him away from the door. His fists are clenched.

He reluctantly steps aside to watch the incubator wheel out. Our son has a large tube in his mouth hooked up to a ventilator; plastic pads are all over his body. His eyes are closed. He still looks like a rag doll, his arms and legs splayed outwards. The nurses follow, pushing a trolley that holds the power pack.

As the trio pull out into the corridor, Nik says quietly, “Go up with them. I want to know what they are doing.” 

Jay nods as he stands up, releasing Anne-Marie’s hand.

Ravi adds, seconds later, “Hang on, I’ll come too.”

Peter is sitting with his arm around Umi, and asks, “Can we come in?”

“Wait for a few minutes.” 

The door to the room closes. Nik rushes back to the bed. The thin-faced Afro-Caribbean midwife returns my hand to Nik.

“Do you want me to sit behind you, my love?” 

I shake my head.

The stitching is taking a long time. The doctor explained I have a third-degree tear and that it is quite complicated.

On the wall clock the big hand has moved to three and the little hand is on twelve.

As the doctor leaves, Peter pops his head through the door. Nik nods at him, and both he and Umi come into the room. He shakes his head. “No news yet. Jay and Ravi are still up there. Do you want to go up? Umi and I will stay with Ree.”

“No, I want to help Ree get ready. Then we are both going up to see our son.” 

Peter frowns and nods.

Sally opens the door slightly, and she asks softly if she can enter. Nik looks to me for confirmation. I nod in reply, unable to talk from the lump in my throat. She comes to the bed and strokes my face; her eyes are red and watery. “Come on, let’s warm you up. Can you bear to have a shower?” Her voice breaks.

Nik helps me out of the bed. My legs are like tree stumps, and I stumble. He lifts me up in his arms, and I cling to his neck.

“I’m going to have a shower with my wife,” Nik informs the trio as he walks towards the bathroom. Sally rushes ahead to turn the shower on. She tells Nik as we approach the entrance that she will fetch some more towels.

There is a large walk-in shower in the huge bathroom. Against the wall there is a blue plastic seat that can be pulled down. Once we are inside the bathroom, Nik pulls at my nightdress, his other arm holding my waist. He pushes his tracksuit bottoms off his pert bottom, and he steps out of them. He keeps his T-shirt and boxer shorts on. He picks me up and cradles me in his arms, carrying me into the shower.

As the water washes over me, I let my tears wash over me too. I begin to sob, long wretched sobs. I gulp for breath and swallow water and cough. Nik pulls me away from under the showerhead and watches as the tears roll down my face. He slides me down in front of him, we fall into sitting on the shower floor. His kisses are soft and gentle, full of tenderness and pain. 

“I know, I know, Ree. Please, please don’t cry,” he whispers as he continues to kiss my face. I hold onto him tightly, telling him I can’t stop. He brings me closer to him, while we let the warm water wash over us. Our knees touch as we sit opposite each other, our hands clasped together. His face is full of sorrow; the eyes have lost their sparkle. The tight restraint is clearly visible. My playful handsome husband has gone. My eyes dart across his face, searching for the small signs of heartache. He pulls me on top of his legs. I am straddling him; our hearts touch. I draw his head closer, and he listens to my heart break. His long fingers slowly begin to massage my lower back. He knows this is what I need; his hands release the tension in my body. He stops, and I feel the air escape from his lungs. He finally gives up the pretence and sobs.

“What are we going to do?” His voice is thick with sorrow. Choking back my tears, I tighten my hold, and reply, “I don’t know.” We sit in the warm shower, hoping the cold numbness we feel will wash away.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Three
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“WHAT ARE WE GOING TO DO, NIK?”

I repeat his question. I’m sitting on a stool as Nik fastens my maternity bra. The pain of not seeing my baby has heightened the pain sensors on my skin. His warm breath feels like tiny hot knives. My husband has a towel wrapped around his hip, and is helping me put on my nightdress; the fabric is like sackcloth, burning my skin. The pain is unbearable. I glance down at my belly and relief floods over me. I’m still pregnant. Confusion courses through my mind. Was it just a dream? I’ve had some vivid anxiety dreams lately, and I pray this is one of them. He kneels in front of me, taking both my hands into his and kisses my palms. I gaze into his beautiful eyes and my heart leaps. They are a muddy brown; what has happened to the bright golden sparks? He shakes his head knowingly and strokes my stomach gently. The nerves dull and every cell in my body screams with the ache.

“Nik, where is my baby? Please. Take. Me. To. My. Baby.” Each word comes out as a hoarse whisper; I want to scream, but my throat will not obey. My eyes flood with tears, and I let the rivers of sorrow stream down my face.

“I will ... first let’s get ready.” He sighs softly.

He unwraps the towel around my head and begins to brush my long wet hair gently. The rhythm of the strokes helps ease the nerve endings. I close my eyes. Perhaps if I don’t see where I am, I can drown out the memory. I flinch when he touches my face as he applies the cream. 

“Sorry, sorry, my love. We’re nearly done.”

Did I really think that what I’d done was not going to have a consequence? Happy endings only happen in Bollywood films. I probably deserve this for my malicious act of destruction.

***
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ON THE WALL clock, the little hand has moved to four and the big hand is on three. Dick and Anne-Marie enter with a tray full of assorted mugs.

“How did you manage to get tea at this time?” asks Peter in astonishment.

“Dick used his English charm with the nurses. He flashed his oh-so-perfect teeth and twinkled those steely blue eyes. He was like a prostitute selling his body for a cup of tea.”

Peter laughs out loud and glances guiltily at me. I smile back at him to reassure him I’m not upset. I’m relieved; I’m with some of the people I love the most. Nik had walked me back into the room and seated me on the sofa next to Umi. She is squeezing my hand tightly. Her eyes are red, the puffiness clearly visible. 

Nik has gone back to the bathroom to get dressed, and we hear him shout, “Who’s selling their body?”

“Dick!” they all shout back.

“No, I didn’t. Anne-Marie’s embellishing the story,” he turns and explains to Nik as he emerges out of the bathroom. He has changed into a fresh white shirt and a pair of jeans he had packed in my hospital overnight bag.

“I only asked for some tea from the nurses at reception.” 

“Anne-Marie used her Irish connections to get these biscuits,” he replies, holding up a packet of Bourbons.

“You’re not going to believe me; one of the midwives is a neighbour of my brother, John.” She hands a mug of tea to me. “Drink it, Reena. It’s got lots of sugar,” she commands. Nat King Cole sings “L.O.V.E.” in the background.

“This one’s for you, Nik.” She turns and puts a mug into his hand as he walks to the sofa.

“I don’t drink tea, Anne-Marie.”

“It’s coffee, and have a biscuit.”

Dick hands me a biscuit. I shake my head; he thrusts it into my hand, and I try to take a bite. My throat is as dry as sandpaper and the piece of biscuit tears like a knife down my throat.

We drink our tea in silence, the packet of biscuits barely touched. I can feel the questions no one is willing to ask. No one in this room had imagined this. I think about the books and the classes Nik and I had attended. No one tells you about this; there is a path laid out for you to follow. The breastfeeding advice, nappy rash, croup, vaccinations, healthy eating, support networks, baby care. What happens to people like us? Do we get help or are we left to our own devices? I wonder what path we will be travelling.

The door to the maternity room opens and a tall thin nurse in a green hospital gown stands at the door. “Ready?” she asks us. “Come on, let’s go see your beautiful baby boy.
My head rests on Nik’s shoulder; his body is tense and he is struggling to take a breath. He pulls me up, lifts my face to his and says, “Let’s go meet our son.” A small smile appears on his lips, and the creases on the edges of his eyes deepen. He gently kisses me on my lips. My legs are too heavy. I take slow shallow breaths. My body leans into him for support. Umi is still holding my hand. I glance up at her, and she smiles down at me, her dark eyes telling me that I can do this.
We walk through the double doors and step into the Special Care Baby Unit. Ravi and Jay, one stocky and tall, the other wiry and small, are staring into a glass-encased room opposite a nurses’ station, their eyes fixed on something inside. The nurse explains that this is the best place for our son. The ward is staffed twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week with experts who will aid in our son’s full recovery. She tells us that she is in charge of his care this morning.

The duty nurse in a navy-blue uniform approaches us, disapproval on her face. “There’s far too many of you in here. Mum and Dad only, please.”

Nik raises a questioning eyebrow at Jay and Ravi, and they begin to explain what has happened so far. The nurse harrumphs and moves back to the station as we ignore her. My eyes keep drifting to the glass-encased room beyond. The nurse explains the rules to us, as we are led to a single door. The vestibule has a sink for washing our hands and a pile of green gowns.

As we emerge into the glass chamber, we see our friends. We have known each other since our university days, except Anne-Marie – she was my flat mate when I first moved down to London. Their eyes are fixed to a baby in the unit. There are several incubation units with monitors in this room; each has a small trolley laden with nappies, blankets and various stainless-steel bowls next to it. Each one is occupied by a baby, each of them wired to a monitor. The beeps reassuringly confirm a record of their heart and oxygen. They are tiny babies, some so dark and small that they are unrecognisable as human beings; they remind me of baby mice, their skin loose around their barely-developed bodies. We’ve seen a Special Care Unit before; I recall the day my brother called to tell me of the birth of his children, and the resulting difficulties we faced in finding an alternative wedding day. Our son is a giant barely fitting in the plastic box. The twins and the other babies are tiny in comparison. They have moved him closer to the glass window that is facing the corridor. The nurse directs us to his unit. His body is covered in round white discs and the wires connect to the monitor. My heart constricts, and a sob escapes from my mouth. Nik pulls me closer to his side. They have pushed a tube into our son’s mouth, his eyes are closed, and his legs are splayed out. I watch his chest slowly rise and fall, his diaphragm forced to push out the air that is being pumped into him. I can’t watch. My whole body is convulsing with sobs.

“Ree, you have to be brave. I need you to be brave, my love,” he whispers in my ear. I take a long breath in and try to stop crying.

The doctor who had rushed into the birthing room introduces himself. He tells us our son needs assistance breathing. He explains that sometimes babies need help breathing in their early life. His smile is optimistic. He expands that apart from his difficulty in breathing, he does not have any other visible problems. Our son is ten days early, but is a good weight at eight pounds, two ounces and will recover very quickly. He apologises for the size of the incubator; our son is twenty-two inches long and just fits.

The nurse asks us if we want to touch our son and both Nik and I nod. Our eyes drift to him; the yearning to touch him and hold him has intensified. She clarifies we can’t hold him like a healthy baby yet as they do not have an oxygen helmet for him, adding encouragingly that they will find one once he has had his scans later.

She lifts up a flap and allows us to put our hands in to touch our baby. My hand rests lightly on his chest, and I’m crying again, the ache of not holding him in my arms gnawing at me. I have grown him. I have felt him kick. I have laughed when he has hiccoughed. How can anyone ache so much for a new being? I want to protect him again. I wish he was still inside me protected from the pain he must be suffering. We are left standing by the unit, our friends looking on with eyes full of pain and love for our child.

When we emerge back into the corridor, we are sent to a room where Anne-Marie has taken our belongings. The private room is near the glass partition. It is painted in the same colour scheme as the rest of the unit, shades of yellow and blue. There is a single bed in the middle, and a baby cot, an armchair and a tall wooden bedside table. Nik guides me to the bed and asks me to lie down. He uses the pillows to prop me up. My body shivers again and Anne-Marie rushes off in search of more blankets. Dick and Ravi go in search of chairs.

Umi urges Nik to sit, and he perches himself on the bed, keeping a hold of my hand, his face full of worry. I can feel the thud of his heart as he takes a deep breath. Our carefree life slips away like sand, as we come to the conclusion that parenthood is tough.

The clock on the wall reads 5 a.m. I drift in and out of a fretful sleep, hearing snippets of discussions from the others as they find a way to help us cope with our situation.
The door opens; Sally enters the room. Her puffy eyes glance at everyone and then she gives me a hug and I’m taken aback. I sympathise with her. It must be rare to have an uncomplicated labour result in a sick baby. I’m sorry to have burdened her with my bad luck. The bad luck that Motaba had warned about.
She pulls back, her expression full of warmth, and says, “Don’t worry, he’s breathing, and that’s a good sign.” She grabs Nik’s hand and squeezes. “Have you had breakfast?” she asks.

Nik shakes a no.

“I’m not sure if I can get you all your breakfast, but let’s see what we can do.”

“No thank you, Sally,” Umi tells her. She explains to her that they will head off to the canteen to give Nik and me time together. 

“All right, tea and toast for Mummy and Daddy, then.”

Nik’s eyes smile a little; this is the first time we’ve been addressed like that. 

“Can I have coffee, Sally?” he asks apologetically.

“Sorry, Nik. Forgot you don’t like tea.”

A small Indian woman brings in breakfast. She swings the bedside tray over the bed, places the plate of buttered white toast on it and asks if we want milk and sugar in our tea and coffee.

Nik puts three teaspoons of sugar in my tea and hands me the cup. My hand shakes as I reach for it, and he raises the cup to my lips.

“It’s hot, my love. Take a small sip.”

I drink a few sips, and he breaks up a small piece of toast and offers it up to my mouth. I shake my head.

“No, you have to eat it,” he commands, and I chew the toast several times. He lifts the cup to me again to help me swallow it down.

I tell him to drink his coffee before he offers me another piece of toast. It takes forever for us to finish our breakfast. The woman has come in twice to pick up the empties. Nik promises her he’ll return them back to the small kitchen once we’re finished.

“Let’s get you down and sleeping.” Nik takes the pillows out from behind me and instructs me to lie down on the bed.

“Are you sleeping too?” I ask.

He nods and takes the blanket resting on the back of the armchair, pulls the chair close to the bed, and holds my hand. I turn to face him as he sits back, resting his head on the high back. He closes his eyes and struggles to slow his breath, and I watch for his chest to rise and fall. He opens his eyes and says, “Close your eyes, Ree. I can feel you here,” as he taps his chest.

***
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I AM RUNNING after a young child down a corridor; he is laughing. “Stop, Diku. Please stop,” I implore. He is too far ahead; the anxiety is rising, and I feel the panic in my throat. My stomach is knotted. I feel nauseous, afraid that I will lose him. I can’t see him and continue to shout. “Please slow down; I can’t see you.”

I see him turn a corner ahead of me and run faster; his laughter bounces off the empty walls. I turn a corner, one, two, three, four in a circle and begin to lose hope. Tears are streaming down my face. “STOP, PLEASE STOP.” Suddenly I’m in a corridor with countless doors. I can’t
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