
		
			To the choices we make

		


		
			Chapter One

			The baby was awake.

			There was a soft rustling from the cot attached to the bed, and Panya rolled over. She was in a half doze, trying to block out the hazy, early morning light with one hand, as she reached out with the other.

			The building’s window shutters hadn’t fully closed the night before. The little cot next to the bed wasn’t rocking, either. Probably that was why the baby was getting restless. Probably that was why Panya wasn’t fully asleep. Probably there was some sort of power leeching from one of those excom places again, something that had impacted the energy that Blocks 6-8 needed for essential power. She was sure the building’s group chat would be up in arms about it, stage some sort of letter-writing protest. Panya knew that Gabbi would complain about it all later, when they met up. 

			There was a rustling sound again. Panya made a soft shh-shh and reached out, pulling the small bundle of waving fists, whimpering demands, and beautiful perfection into the big bed.

			Liber’s fussing increased in volume, and Panya pulled up her tee-shirt, bundling it up under her chin. She tucked her little daughter against her soft body, around the curves of herself. They slotted together like puzzle pieces. Panya inhaled the scent off the top of Liber’s head, felt the confused thud in her chest that was both her milk dropping and love swelling.

			The baby nursed, and Panya fell back into a doze, as the half-open shutters let in the dawning sunlight.

			•

			Panya sat at the table, with Liber on her knee. She took a suck from her morning nutribulb, pink wrapping covered in sweet, cartoonish drawings of different characters. She was sure she’d seen them, dancing around in some of Liber’s baby programmes, but for the life of her, she couldn’t remember what they were actually called. They tasted pink.

			Worried that Liber might try to grab the bulb, she kept her face turned away from the baby on her knee. She’d seen other parents do the same at the Blocks 6-8 baby group. But she needn’t have worried, Liber didn’t seem interested.

			“Ok, but at least there wasn’t any disruption to them opening,” Panya said to Gabbi, who sat at the table across from her, clearly flustered. 

			“Yeah, sure, but what if it was the plumbing that went out? Or, I don’t know, something else we need? You know, I could hear the sound of the drones this morning, because the shutters weren’t closed all the way. I’m sure that’s what woke him!” She gestured at the baby in the highchair next to her, banging his fat little fists on the table. “Because he’s finally been sleeping through the night for a couple of weeks. They can’t just let things get disrupted. We live here.”

			Gabbi dropped her empty nutribulb packet onto the table, and leant forward to fish around in the overflowing baby bag on the floor near her feet. Panya watched as Gabbi pulled out a smaller bulb. It was a bright, cheerful-looking packet covered in abstract shapes, and she unscrewed the cap. She’d received the notification telling her that it was time for her son to transition away from milk to solids, and Panya was curious to see how the weaning was going. Liber wasn’t due to start for a few weeks yet, not until after Thio got back. Panya was glad he’d be able to be there for this milestone. 

			“Oh, come on, nugget,” Gabbi coaxed, her voice high and sing-song. “That’s the way, just suck, that’s it, you can do it. Good boy!”

			A glob of pale green goo came dribbling out of the boy’s mouth. To stop herself from cringing, Panya sucked down more of her own morning bulb, and glanced out the window. The shutters were now fully open and letting in the light, broken by the long slats of the grate that surrounded the Blocks’ buildings.

			“Shit!” Gabbi cried. “Sorry, sorry, I know, language. No, no, little nugget. We keep our food inside our mouths, inside. Mmm, shlp-shlp. It’s not nice if other people see it, and look, it’s made just for you, see, mmm.” She held the bulb up to her own mouth and pretended to suck from the sachet before holding it back up to his face. “Here you go . . . ”

			Panya looked back over at them and tried not to crinkle her face in disgust, as the contents of the sachet dripped and sprayed across her table. Gabbi wiped the surface down quickly with a muslin cloth, and Panya made a mental note to wipe down the highchair, the table, and possibly the floor with a steriwipe after they left. She wondered how much cleaning Gabbi had to do after each bulb. They were supposed to be getting together at Gabbi’s next time, and she hoped it would be hygienic.

			On her knee, Liber started to get restless. Panya held her up, Liber’s little feet resting on Panya’s thighs. She bounced as she stood, supported there, and Panya could smell that she needed a change.

			“Be right back,” she said to Gabbi, who didn’t seem to be listening. She was still trying to wrestle the contents of the nutribulb into her son, who was growing fitful and reaching out for his mother. She left them to it, and took Liber into the bedroom. The baby fussed through the change, but after, she settled into Panya’s cradling arm. She smelt warm and sleepy. Panya ran her fingers over the soft, round face, down the little button nose. Liber yawned.

			There was a loud chime from the other room, and Gabbi called out that it was time to scan.

			“Ok, sweet pea,” Panya stroked her daughter’s nose again, and Liber’s eyelids slow-blinked and drooped down. “Time for a nap. There you go. The scanner is calling, naptime is calling.”

			She laid the baby down in the cot, and stroked her face a few more times. For a moment, she thought Liber would fight the nap, but after a few minutes she sighed and settled, and Panya crept out of the room and back to the family space to do her prick test.

			The machine at the end of the table pinged again as she entered the room, and she slapped the button to shut off the sound and prep the machine. She held a finger pressed tight against it, and a small needle shot up to nab a drop of blood. The machine whirred for a moment, then little icons flashed up. She was a little dehydrated and a little iron-deficient. She acknowledged the notification, accepting the supplemental nutribulb sachets that it recommended to compensate, and the confirmation that their cost would be added to the account automatically.

			Panya wasn’t surprised she hadn’t passed. Although the breastfeeding took all the liquid out of her, it hadn’t stopped her period from reappearing like a ghost in the night. She’d heard that it was supposed to stop for the duration of the allotted breastfeeding time, but hers had shown up again two months ago, and her nutrient delivery had been forced to accommodate this unexpected anomaly.

			On the other hand, she had the perfect baby.

			Gabbi started complaining about one of the other parents in the Blocks 6-8 baby group, someone insufferable who knew everything about everything, whose baby had slept through the night from day one, and had already chosen the kid’s life goals, shoe size, and future Blocks number. Panya tuned it out. She wasn’t much of a joiner, which is why she liked that she and Gabbi did visits to each other’s flats. It saved her having to go to the bigger, noisier groups.

			Gabbi’s son was on the floor, lying flat on his belly, prodding a toy with buttons. He squealed in delight at its pinging sounds and slight vibrations, making Panya smile.

			Panya grabbed a bulb of vitamin water from the back of the little fridge, which stood in the corner of the room. The blue vitamin water bulb wasn’t actually hers. It was left over from when Thio had last been home, but he had forgotten to drink it with his meal. She had lied when the nutribulb system had sent a reminder, asking where the container was. She had marked it as lost, not wanting him to get in trouble for not consuming it. Panya knew she shouldn’t suck down someone else’s nutribulb, but why not solve two issues at once, and besides, she was sure it would be fine. When she was at university, they used to play games where they’d all sneak sips from each other’s bulbs, giggling at the risk of it. It had always been fine. And she was thirsty. She drank it down, then sat the empty container on the table. Once Gabbi left, she’d put it in the returns drawer, and when Thio got home, she’d log it as found and throw it down the recycle chute.

			He’d be home soon, he had said. In a few days.

			Mostly, she was looking forward to it. This trip had felt like a long one. She felt cut off when he was away, which was for longer stretches of time, now that they only had the one salary to cover their living costs. Although she’d sent him videos of their daughter trying to shove her toes into her mouth, or laughing at something popping out of a box, Panya had occasional waves of sadness when she thought of all the little Liber things he was missing.

			She flumped down onto the ground, and added a quick reminder in her phone to take a video of Liber when she woke up, to send to Thio. She’d add a series of kisses and a message saying she was looking forward to him being home. He’d like that.

			Then she played with Gabbi’s little son, whilst Gabbi nattered on about the difficulties of weaning and how dangerous the power cuts were. Eventually, Gabbi decided it was time to leave.

			“Do you want me to send back your empty bulbs?” Gabbi asked, stuffing things into her baby bag. “I have to dump mine, anyway.”

			“Oh,” Panya looked at hers, stacked neatly on the table. “No, it’s ok. I think I might see if there’s any left in them. I’m still sort of, you know . . . ”

			She rubbed her belly, indicating hunger.

			“Sure. I get it. I was always starving when I was nonstop breastfeeding. Hopefully I’ll be fully done with all that by next week. It’s not optimal for him to be on milk anymore, after all. And I’m fed up of it, anyway.” She shrugged.

			They hugged, and Panya saw them out.

			She took a long deep breath in the calm and quiet, then scrubbed down the table, highchair, and floor with a steriwipe, breathing in the comforting astringent smell. She wondered if she’d be able to catch a late morning nap, and tried to sneak into the bedroom. But Liber woke as she came in, demanding milk and cuddles and entertainment.

			She smiled down at the baby, resigned that, even in the Blocks, not everything was optimal.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			For the dozenth time since they had left the flat, Panya checked on Liber. Thio kept nudging her onwards, out through the checkpoints and barriers of Blocks 6-8, away from the safely bounded park that encircled Blocks 5-10. She always thought making their green zone into a park, rather than just a wide space separating them from the masses, was so clever, and Panya had suggested they could just walk around there. But Thio kept going, promising that the public parks were more interesting, had more things for Liber to look at. 

			Liber was staring out at the world from a pushchair that Panya almost never used. She preferred to have Liber up against her body in the sling. She preferred the safety of it, just as she preferred the control of Blocks 6-8, within the walls that surrounded the buildings, the fences that surrounded the park. She thought there was nothing wrong with prioritising comfort and safety. But Thio said he was going mad, stuck inside all the time. He told her she had to get out more.

			Panya took deep, stabilising breaths, forcing herself to nod along. It wasn’t worth the fight, she told herself. It was good that he was home, good for him and for Liber. Good for her, too, to have some help. One park visit couldn’t do too much harm.

			She pushed the over-large pram along a path, not well-manicured like the ones in the green zone park, but bumpy and winding. Thio pointed things out to Liber as they went, pointed at the tall statues made of recycled plastic, at the trees and bushes, and at the walls of the Blocks that they could see from here. He used that baby voice that Panya hated, the voice that tried too hard, that showed how little time he actually spent with his daughter. 

			“This is a leaf, see how green it is? And, look, we can see our home from here,” he said, pointing. “Just there, tucked behind those walls.”

			Liber made a grab for the leaf, and he pulled it back quickly. She wailed in minute fury, and Panya swooped in and placed a sanitised plastic ring in her hand. Liber shook it, experimentally, and when it rattled she continued to shake it.

			Thio gave a hint of an upwards nod with his chin, towards the play area that they were approaching. There were kids scrambling over climbing frames and hanging off monkey bars. Panya was sure most of them must be excoms, or, at least, not Blocks residents. She tugged on his arm to stay on the path and just kept walking. Liber loved to sit in the sandpit of the Blocks 6-8 play park, and she didn’t want her getting excited, wanting to do the same here, not understanding the difference. Anything at all could be in the sand here. Dogs, even, or rats.

			Panya gestured towards the path that veered off to a woody area. The straight lines of trees looked inviting, the ground beneath them shaded. She wanted Liber out of the sun. She wanted herself away from these people.

			Thio shrugged, and turned the pushchair, whilst Liber gummed on the toy. She worked her mouth in a way that Panya found unsettling, but it seemed to help her with the discomfort of teething, so Panya didn’t do anything about it. Liber would learn not to move her mouth like that soon enough.

			“I can’t believe I missed her front teeth coming in,” Thio said, glancing down at the dribbling baby.

			“I know, I’m sorry,” Panya said, wrapping an arm around his, and giving it a brief squeeze. Then she let go. “But at least you don’t have to struggle to brush them, either. She hates having a toothbrush in her mouth. Don’t you, you pesky little ray of sunshine?”

			Panya leaned toward the baby and gently booped her on the nose. Liber scrunched up her face, then giggled. Spit flew out over the toy, and Panya mopped up what she could with a soft muslin.

			“Yeah. It’s just hard, sometimes. I miss you two. It’s not fair that I’m always missing things.” He sighed. “I’m probably going to miss her weaning, too. They’re sending me out again in a week, and I can’t say no. Did you see the Blocks’ new bill projections?”

			Panya shook her head. She’d seen the email come through, but hadn’t had the brain space to do more than skim and make sure everything on the previous invoice had been paid.

			“Pan, you really need to look at these things. I mean, you’re at home all day, every day. You have plenty of time to keep an eye on the accounts.” Thio’s voice sounded disappointed, and Panya’s heart suddenly felt like it was lodged in her throat. She didn’t reply. “Well, anyway. They’re hiking up the prices again. Something about increases to living costs and energy supply and whatever. You know, the usual. In two months, there’s gonna be another ten per cent price hike.”

			“Shit,” Panya shoved her fingers into her hair and scratched at her scalp. Her skin felt dry, and she wondered briefly about asking for more oils in her nutribulbs. Maybe she needed a special shampoo. But all that would cost more. She shook her head, and left off scratching. “That’s a lot.”

			“Yeah,” he replied. “It is. So, that’s me out for more long stretches, see if we can get our savings up before that happens. Especially since you’re home. Which means, yeah, I’m gonna miss even more stuff. Like weaning. She’s set to start, when? Soon, right?”

			Panya fished around in her jacket pockets for her phone, then swiped to the Nutri app. She dismissed a half-dozen notifications without reading them, and clicked through to Liber’s sub-account.

			“Looks like, yeah. Says that optimal weaning should start in a couple of weeks. Maybe you could ask for an extension? An extra week off for family time?” She shoved the phone back into a pocket. Panya knew Thio wouldn’t, but she asked anyway, holding out hope for a split second.

			“I wish,” he said, and her thread of hope vanished like a soap bubble. “But you know the deal. Until you can go back to work, which won’t be for at least another year, I’m on overtime. Everything’ll be easier once she’s off breastfeeding, though, right? Like, at least you won’t have to have her on you all the time. Maybe I’ll even be able to turn down a few shifts, come back a little more.”

			She grunted. Since they’d been together, she’d never known him to turn down a shift. If anything, they’d just gotten longer since his few short weeks of parental leave. And, switching Liber to nutribulbs would cost more, not less. 

			Panya considered saying that it wasn’t like she could turn down shifts either. She was on full-time Liber-duty, whether or not she was breastfeeding. That she didn’t get paid for it. That she wouldn’t be able to go back to her job for what felt like forever, and that she missed it, missed her work, however menial it had been. But they’d had this conversation before. 

			In theory, he could have stayed home

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		



