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For Zu




Prologue


I think it is possible that I am dying.


For quite some time now, in any case, it has felt like I have been watching as my life scrolls past in front of my eyes.


My earliest memory: it is winter, sometime in the early 1980s. I am wearing mittens, a badly knitted hat and an enormous red coat. My mother is pulling me across our back lawn on a blue plastic sledge. Her smile is fixed. I look completely frozen. I can remember how cold my hands were in those mittens, the way every dip and bump of the ground felt through the sledge, the creak of the snow beneath her boots.


My first day at school. I am swinging a brown leather satchel with my name written on a card peeking out from a small plastic window. EMMELINE. One navy knee sock is bunched around my ankle; my hair is in pigtails of slightly unequal length.


Me and Polly at twelve years old. We are having a sleepover at her house, already in our tartan pyjamas, wearing mudpacks and waiting for our corn to pop in the microwave. The two of us in her hallway, slightly older, ready to go to the Halloween party where I had my first kiss. Polly was a pumpkin. I was a sexy cat. Us again, on a summer’s day, sitting cross-legged in our jeans and Doc Martens in a field of stubble. In spaghetti-strap dresses and chokers, ready for our sixth-form leavers’ ball. Memory after memory, one after another, until I find myself starting to wonder whether I can call to mind a single emotionally significant scene from my teenage years in which Polly does not feature, with her lopsided smile and her awkward posing.


Only as I am thinking this do I realise what a sad thought it is now.


My early twenties are something of a blur. Work. Parties. Pubs. Picnics. Holidays. To be honest, my late twenties and early thirties are a bit fuzzy around the edges as well.


There are some things I’ll never forget.


Me and Dan in a photo booth, on our third or fourth date. I have my arm around his shoulders. Dan looks incredibly handsome. I look absolutely smitten. We are both grinning like fools.


Our wedding day. The little wink I’m giving to a friend behind the camera as we are saying our vows, Dan’s face solemn as he places the ring on my finger.


Our honeymoon, the pair of us blissed out and sunburned in a bar on a Bali beach at sunset.


Sometimes it is hard to believe we were ever that young, that happy, that innocent.


The moment that Coco was born, furious and screaming, whitish and snotty with vernix. Scored into my memory forever, that first glimpse of her little squished face. That moment they passed her to me. The weight of our feelings.


Coco, covered in confetti from a piñata, laughing, at her fourth birthday party.


My son, Bear, a fortnight old, too small even for the tiny sleepsuit he is wearing, cradled in the arms of his beaming sister.


Only now does it dawn on me that what I am seeing are not actual memories but memories of photographs. Whole days boiled down to a single static image. Whole relationships. Whole eras.


And still they keep on coming. These fragments. These snapshots. One after another after another. Tumbling faster and faster through my brain.


Bear screaming in his carrier.


Broken glass on our kitchen floor.


My daughter on a hospital bed, curled up in a ball.


The front page of a newspaper.


I want this to stop now. Something is wrong. I keep trying to wake up, to open my eyes, but I can’t, my eyelids are too heavy.


It is not so much the idea of dying which upsets me as the thought I might never see any of these people again; all the things I might never have the chance to tell them. Dan – I love you. Mum – I forgive you. Polly – I hope you can forgive me. Bear . . . Coco . . .


I have an awful feeling something terrible is about to happen.


I have an awful feeling it is all my fault.




SIX WEEKS EARLIER




Chapter One


Emmy


I never planned to be an Instamum. For a long time, I wasn’t sure I’d be a mum at all. But then who among us can truthfully say that their life has turned out exactly the way they thought it would?


These days I might be all leaky nipples and little nippers, professional bottom wiper for two cheeky ankle biters, but rewind five years and I guess I was what you’d call a fashionista. Ignore my knackered eye twitch and imagine this frizzy, pink-hued mum bun is a sleek blow-dry. Swap today’s hastily daubed MAC Ruby Woo for clever contouring, liquid liner and statement earrings – the sort that my three-year-old daughter would now use for impromptu pull-ups. Then dress it all in skinny jeans and an Equipment silk blouse.


As a fashion editor, I had the job I’d dreamed of since I was a problem-haired, buck-toothed, puppy-fat-padded teen, and I truly, truly loved it. It was all I’d ever wanted to do, as my best friend Polly would tell you – sweet, long-suffering Polly; I’m lucky she still speaks to me after the hours I spent forcing her to play photographer in my pretend shoots, or strut with me down garden path catwalks in my mum’s high heels, all those afternoons making our own magazines with yellowing copies of the Daily Mail and a Pritt Stick (I was always the editor, of course).


So how did I get from there to here? There have been times – when I’m mopping up newborn poo, or making endless pots of puréed goo – when I’ve asked myself the same question. It feels like it all happened in an instant. One minute I was wearing Fendi, front row at Milan Fashion Week, the next I was in trackie bums, trying to restrain a toddler from reorganising the cereal aisle in Sainsbury’s.


The career change from fashion maven to flustered mama was just a happy accident, to be totally honest with you. The world started to lose interest in shiny magazines full of beautiful people so, thanks to shrinking budgets and declining readership, just as I was scaling the career ladder, it was kicked out from under me – and then on top of everything else, I found out I was pregnant.


Damn you, the internet, I thought. You owe me a new career – and it is going to need to be one I can build around having a baby.


And so I started blogging and vlogging – I called myself Barefoot, because my stilettos came with a side order of soul-baring. And you know what? Although it took me a while to find my stride, I got a real buzz out of connecting with like-minded ladies in real time.


Fast-forward to those first few months after giving birth and in the 937 hours I spent with my bum welded to the couch, my darling Coco attached to my milky boobs and the iPhone in my hand my only connection to the outside world, the community of women I met on the internet became a literal lifeline. And while blogging and vlogging were my first online loves, it was Instagram that stopped me from slipping too far into the postnatal fug. It felt like a little life-affirming arm squeeze every time I logged on and saw a comment from another mother going through the same things I was. I had found my people.


So, slowly, it was out with the Louboutins and in with the little human. Barefoot morphed into Mamabare because I’m a mama who is willing to grin and bare it, warts and all. And take it from me, this journey has got even crazier since my second little bundle of burps, Bear, came along five weeks ago. Whether it’s a breast pad fashioned from rogue Happy Meal wrappers or a sneaky gin in a tin by the swings, you’ll always get the unvarnished truth from me – although it may come lightly dappled with Wotsit dust.


The haters like to say that Instagram is all about the perfect life, polished, filtered and posted in these little squares – but who has time for all that nonsense when they’ve got a ketchup-covered curtain-climber in tow? And when things get hard, both online and off, when wires get crossed, when food gets tossed, when I just feel a little lost, I remember that it’s my family I’m doing all of this for. And, of course, the incredible crew of other social media mamas who’ve always got my back, no matter how many days in a row I’ve been wearing the same nursing bra.


You are the reason I started #greydays, a campaign sharing our real stories and organising meetups IRL for us to talk about our battles with the blue-hued moments of motherhood. Not to mention that a portion of the profits from all #greydays merchandise we sell goes towards helping open up the conversation around maternal mental health.


If I were to describe what I do now, would you hate me if I said multi-hyphen mama? It’s definitely a job title that confuses poor old Joyce from next door. She understands what Papabare does – he writes novels. But me? Influencer is such an awful word, isn’t it? Cheerleader? Encourager? Impacter? Who knows? And really, who cares? I just go about my business, sharing my unfiltered family life, and hopefully starting a more authentic discussion about parenting.


I built this brand on honesty and I’ll always tell it like it is.




Dan


Bullshit.


Bullshit bullshit bullshit bullshit bullshit.


Because I have heard Emmy give this same little talk so many times now, I usually don’t even notice any more what a weird farrago of inventions and elisions and fabrications and half-truths it is. What a seamless mixture of things that could have happened (but didn’t) and things that did happen (but not like that) and events that she and I remember very differently (to say the least). For some reason, tonight is different. For some reason, tonight, as she is talking, as she is telling the room her story, a story which is also to a considerable extent our story, I find myself trying to keep count of how many of the things Emmy is saying are exaggerated or distorted or completely blown out of proportion.


I give up about three minutes in.


I should probably make one thing clear. I am not calling my wife a liar.


The American philosopher Harry G. Frankfurt famously differentiates between lies and bullshit. Lies, he claims, are untruths deliberately intended to deceive. Bullshit, on the other hand, comes about when someone has no real interest in whether or not something they are saying is true or false at all. Example: my wife has never fashioned a breast pad from a Happy Meal wrapper. I doubt she has ever been anywhere near a Happy Meal. We don’t live next door to a Joyce. Emmy was, if the photographs at her mum’s house are to be believed, a slim, strikingly attractive teenager.


Perhaps there comes a time in every marriage when you start fact-checking each other’s anecdotes in public.


Perhaps I am just in a funny mood tonight.


There is certainly no denying that my wife is good at what she does. Amazing, actually. Even after all the times I have seen her get up and do her thing – at events like this all over the country, in village halls, in bookshops, in coffee shops and co-working spaces from Wakefield to Westfield – even knowing what I know about the relationship of most of what she is saying to anything that ever actually happened, there is no denying her ability to connect with people. To raise a laugh of recognition. When she gets to the part about the gin in the tin, there is a woman in the back row howling. She is a very relatable individual, my wife. People like her.


Her agent will be glad she got the bit about greydays in. Excuse me. Hashtag greydays. I noticed at least three people wearing the sweatshirt as we were coming in earlier, the blue one with #greydays and a Mamabare logo on the back and the slogan Grin and Bare It on the front. The Mamabare logo, by the way, is a drawing of two breasts with a baby’s head in between them. Personally I would have gone for the other logo, the one of the maternal teddy bear and cub. I was overruled. This is one of the reasons why I have always resisted Emmy’s suggestions that I should wear one of those things myself when I come along to this kind of event, why mine always turns out to have been accidentally left back at the house – in another bag, say, or in the dryer, or on the stairs where I had put it out so I would definitely not forget it this time. You have to draw the line somewhere. Some fan, some follower, would inevitably ask for a photo with both of us and post it immediately on their Instagram feed and I have no interest in being captured online forever in a jumper with breasts on it.


I like to believe I still have some dignity.


I’m here tonight, as always, in a strictly supporting capacity. I’m the one who helps lug the boxes of mama merch in from the cab and helps unpack them and tries not to visibly cringe when people use expressions like ‘mama merch’. I’m here to lend a hand pouring glasses of fizz and passing around the cupcakes at the start of the evening and I’m the person who steps in and rescues Emmy when she gets stuck talking to anyone for too long or who is too obviously a weirdo at the end of it. If the baby starts crying, I am primed to step up on stage and lift him carefully out of Emmy’s arms and take charge – although so far this evening he has been as good as gold, little Bear, our baby boy, five weeks old, suckling away quietly, completely oblivious to his surroundings or the fact he is up on stage or pretty much anything apart from the breast in front of him. Occasionally, in the general Q&A section at the end of the evening, when someone asks Emmy about how having a second child has affected the family dynamic or how we keep the spark in our marriage, Emmy will laughingly point me out in the audience and invite me to help answer that question. Often when someone asks about online safety I’m the person to whom Emmy defers to explain the three golden rules we always stick to when posting pictures of our kids online. One: we never show anything that could give away where we live. Two: we never show either of the kids in the bath, or naked, or on the potty, and we never ever show Coco in a swimsuit or any outfit that could be considered sexy on an adult. Three: we keep a close eye on who is following the account and block anyone we’re not sure about. This was the advice we were given, early on, when we consulted with the experts.


I do still have my reservations about all this.


The version of events that Emmy always recounts, the one about starting to blog about motherhood as a way of reaching out and seeing if there was anyone out there who was going through the same stuff as her? Complete bullshit, I’m afraid. If you really think my wife fell into doing this by accident, it just goes to show that you have never met my wife. I sometimes wonder if Emmy ever does anything by accident. I can vividly remember the day she first brought it up, the blogging thing. I knew she was meeting someone for lunch but it was not until afterwards she told me the person she’d met with was an agent. She was three months pregnant. It was only a couple of weeks since we’d broken the news to my mum. An agent? I said. I genuinely don’t think it had occurred to me until then that online people had agents. It probably should have done. On a regular basis, back when she was working in magazines, Emmy would come home and tell me how much they were paying some idiot influencer to crap out a hundred words and pose for a picture, or host some event, or burble on their blog. She used to show me the copy they would send in. The kind of prose that makes you wonder if you’ve had a stroke or the person writing it has. Short sentences. Metaphors that don’t make sense. Random weirdly specific details scattered around to lend everything an air of verisimilitude. Oddly precise numbers (482 cups of cold tea, 2,342 hours of lost sleep, 27 misplaced baby socks) shoe-horned in for the same purpose. Words that are just not the word they were groping for. You should write this stuff, she used to joke; I don’t know why you bother writing novels. We used to laugh about it. When she got back from lunch that day and told me who she had been talking to, I thought she was still joking. It took me a long time to get my head around what she was suggesting. I thought the end goal was some free footwear. Little did I suspect that Emmy had already paid for the domain name and bagged both the Barefoot and the Mamabare Instagram handles before she had even written her first sentence about stilettos. Let alone that within three years she would have a million followers.


The very first piece of advice her agent gave her was that the whole thing should feel organic, as if she’d just fallen into it through sheer chance. I don’t think either of us knew quite how good at that Emmy would be.


Inasmuch as it is based on a complete rejection of the significance of the truth and the moral duty we owe to it, Harry G. Frankfurt suggests that bullshit is actually more corrosive, a more destructive social force, than good old-fashioned lying. Harry G. Frankfurt has considerably fewer followers on Instagram than my wife does.


‘I built this brand on honesty,’ Emmy is saying, just as she always ends by saying, ‘and I’ll always tell it like it is.’


She pauses for the applause to die down. She locates the glass of water by her chair and takes a sip.


‘Any questions?’ she asks.




I have a question.


Was that the night I finally decided how I would hurt you?


I think it was.


Obviously I had thought about it many times before then. I think anyone in my position would. But those were just silly little daydreams, really. TV stuff. Completely unrealistic and impractical.


It works in funny ways, the human mind.


I thought somehow if I saw you, it would help. Help me hate you less. Help me let go of the anger.


It did not help at all.


I have never been a violent person. I am not an angry person, naturally. When somebody stands on my foot in a queue, I am always the one who apologises.


All I really wanted was to ask you a question. Just one. That’s why I was there. I had my hand up, at the end, for ages. You saw me. You took a question from the woman in front of me instead, the one whose hair you complimented. You took a question from the woman on my right, who you knew by name, the one whose ‘question’ turned out to be more of an aimless anecdote about herself.


Then someone said that was all the time there was for questions.


I did try to talk to you, afterwards, but everyone else was trying to talk to you as well. So I just stood around, holding the same glass of lukewarm white wine I had been nursing all evening, and tried to catch your eye – but didn’t.


There was no reason for you to recognise me, of course. There was no reason why my face ought to have stood out from the crowd. Even if we had talked, even if I had introduced myself, there is no reason for my name – or hers – to have rung any bells at all.


And seeing you there, seeing you going about your life as normal, seeing you surrounded by all those people, seeing you laughing and smiling and happy, that was when I knew. When I knew that I had been lying to myself. That I had not moved on, had not come to terms with anything. That I had not forgiven you, could never forgive you.


That was when I knew what I was going to do.


All I had to work out was how and where and when.




Chapter Two


Dan


People often remark that it must be lovely for me, being a writer, getting to spend so much time at home and see so much of Emmy and the kids. I suppose one thing this illustrates is how little work most people think being a writer involves.


Six in the morning, that was when I used to get up. By six fifteen I’d be at the kitchen table with a pot of coffee and my laptop, looking over the last paragraph or two from the day before. By seven thirty, I would aim to have done at least five hundred words. By eight thirty I’d be ready for my second pot of coffee. By lunchtime, ideally, I would be getting near my word count target for the day, meaning I could devote the afternoon to plotting out the next bit and answering emails and chasing payment for the bits of literary journalism I used to knock out with a glass of wine in the evenings or over the weekends.


That was then.


A few minutes after six o’clock this morning, I was creeping downstairs in the dark to try to avoid waking anyone up, in the hope that I might get a little work done before the rest of the household woke (and in about sixty-six per cent of cases immediately started yowling or screaming or demanding things). On the very lowest step I stumbled on some kind of talking unicorn which skittered across the floorboards and started singing a song about rainbows. In the darkness, ears pricked, I held my breath and waited. I didn’t have to wait very long. For such a small creature, he has quite the pair of lungs on him, my son. ‘Sorry,’ I said to Emmy, as she handed him over. ‘You might want to check his nappy,’ she told me. As I was passing Coco’s room a little voice asked sleepily through the door what time it was. ‘Time to go back to sleep,’ I said.


Bear, on the other hand, was up for good. I took him down to the kitchen and changed his nappy and stuck him in a new outfit and deposited the old one in a bag on top of the washing machine, which I noted would need emptying later, and then we sat on the couch in the corner by the fridge. For the next half an hour, he screamed as I jiggled him on my knee and tried to get him to drink from his bottle. Then I burped him and put him in a carrier and walked him up and down the garden for another half an hour while he screamed some more. Then it was seven o’clock and time to hand him back to Emmy and wake Coco up for her breakfast.


‘My God, was that an hour?’ Emmy asked me.


To the minute.


Christ, it takes a lot of energy, having two kids. I don’t know how people whose children don’t sleep as well as ours manage it. We were extremely lucky, Emmy and I, in that right from early on, three or four months old, Coco was sleeping a solid twelve hours a night. Down, out, sparko. If we took her to a party in a carry cot, we could just put her down in a corner or in the room next door and she would snooze the whole evening away – and from the looks of things Bear is going to be the same. Not that you’d know any of this from Emmy’s Instagram feed, of course, with all its talk of twitching eyelids and dark bags and frayed, knackered nerves. It was obvious from the start that as brands went, ‘the mum whose baby sleeps like a dream’ was a non-starter. No content there. To be honest, we don’t make a big thing of it with other parents of young children either.


A little after eight – 8.07, to be precise – with Bear down for his first nap, with Coco and Emmy upstairs discussing my daughter’s outfit for the day, with two hours of solid parenting behind me, it’s time to microwave the cold cup of coffee I made myself ninety minutes ago, fire up the laptop and attempt to will myself into an appropriate state of mind to begin the day’s creative labours.


By eight forty-five I have reread what I wrote yesterday and tweaked it and I am ready to begin getting some new words down on the page.


At nine thirty the front doorbell goes.


‘Should I get that?’ I call up the stairs.


In the past three-quarters of an hour I’ve written a grand total of twenty-six new words and am currently debating whether or not I should delete twenty-four of them.


I am in no mood for interruptions.


‘I’ll get it, shall I?’


There is no answer from upstairs.


The doorbell rings again.


I let out a pointed sigh for the benefit of the empty room and push my chair back from the table.


It’s at the back of the house, on the ground floor, our kitchen. When I first bought this place back in 2008, with some money that came to me when my father died, it was for me and a bunch of mates to live in and we hardly used this room at all, except to hang up the washing. It had a threadbare couch in it, a clock that didn’t work, a sticky linoleum floor and a washing machine that leaked every time you used it. The back window looked out onto a little concrete area with a corrugated plastic roof. One of the very first things Emmy suggested when she moved in was that we get rid of all that and extend into the garden and turn this into a proper living-cooking-dining area. Which is exactly what we did.


The house itself is at the end of a terrace of identical Georgian houses about half a mile from the Tube, opposite a very gentrified pub. When I was first looking to buy in this area it was pitched to me as up-and-coming. Now it has very much up-and-come. There used to be fights outside the pub opposite on a fairly regular basis come chucking-out time on a Friday night, proper rolling-on-a-car-bonnet, torn-shirt, smashed-pint-glass dust-ups. Now you can’t get a table for brunch at the weekend unless you’ve booked, and the menu features cod cheeks, lentils and chorizo.


One of the reasons I try to get as much writing as I can done in the morning is that after about midday the doorbell never stops. Every time Emmy asks a question on Instagram like, ‘Coco has decided she doesn’t like her multivitamin – which new one should we try?’ or ‘Does anyone know a serum that can get rid of these eye bags?’ or even ‘Our blender has broken – which one do you mamas recommend?’ she immediately gets a flood of messages from PRs asking if they can courier something round. Which is precisely why she does it, of course – it’s quicker and cheaper than an Ocado order. All this week Emmy has been moaning about her hair and all this week companies have been sending us free hair straighteners, free styling products, free shampoos and conditioners in ribbon-tied bags stuffed with tissue paper.


I don’t mean to sound ungrateful but I’m pretty sure that when Tolstoy was writing War and Peace he didn’t have to get up and sign for another box of free stuff every five minutes.


To get to the front door, you go past the end of the stairs up to the first floor (three bedrooms, one bathroom), past the living room where the sofa and TV and toys are. Squeezing past a pram, a pushchair, a balance bike, a Micro Scooter and the overloaded coat rack, I step for the second time on the same dropped unicorn and swear. You would hardly believe the cleaner came yesterday. There are Lego bricks everywhere. Shoes everywhere. I have turned my back for five minutes and the place is a total fucking mess. The novelist and man of letters Cyril Connolly once rather sneeringly wrote that the pram in the hallway is the enemy of art. In our house the pram in the hallway is also the enemy of being able to get down the bloody hallway. I inch my way around it, check my hair in the mirror and open the door.


Standing on the doorstep are two people, a man and a woman. The woman is youngish, in her late twenties perhaps, not unattractive, vaguely familiar-looking, with ash-blonde hair tied back in a messy ponytail. She is wearing a denim jacket and from the looks of things had been just about to try the doorbell for a fourth time. The man is slightly older, thirty-something, balding, bearded. At their feet there is a large bag. The man has another bag over his shoulder and a camera around his neck.


‘You must be Papabare,’ says the woman with the ponytail. ‘I’m Jess Watts.’


The name is vaguely familiar too, but only as we are shaking hands does it come to me from where.


Jesus Christ.


The Sunday Times.


It’s only the journalist and photographer from the Sunday bloody Times, here to interview and photograph Emmy and me.


Jess Watts asks me if I would mind giving them a hand with the bags. Of course not, I say. Then I pick up the large bag with a slight grunt and gesture them into the house.


‘Do come in, do come in.’


Apologising about us all having to squeeze around the pram and the pushchair and everything else, I lead them through to the living room. The mess is even worse in here. Someone appears to have shredded the leftover weekend papers and thrown them about the place. The TV remotes are on the floor. There are crayons everywhere. As I turn to tell the cameraman where to dump his bag, I catch Jess making a note of something with a pen in a little notebook.


I am about to say something about how I thought they were coming on Wednesday – that’s certainly what the note on our fridge calendar says, the day I remember Emmy and myself discussing – when I realise this is Wednesday. It is unbelievable how easy it is as the parent of a new baby to lose track of the days. I can remember Sunday. I can remember Monday. What on earth happened on Tuesday? My mind is a blank. I suspect when I opened the door my face was a bit of a blank too.


‘Can I get you a cup of tea?’ I offer. ‘A coffee?’


They order one white coffee with two sugars, one herbal tea with a little honey if we have it.


‘Emmy!’ I call up the stairs.


I really think my wife might have reminded me that today was the day the Sunday Times were coming. Just mentioned it, you know. Perhaps when I came to bed last night or handed over the baby this morning. I have not shaved for a day or two. My hair is unwashed. One of my socks is inside out. I would have had time to scatter some interesting books around, as opposed to a sun-wrinkled two-day-old copy of the Evening Standard. It’s hard to look like a serious person when you are standing there in an old denim shirt with two buttons missing and a smear of porridge on the lapel.


The Sunday Times. A five-page spread. At home with the Instaparents. I make a mental note to email my agent about the article and let her know when it is coming out. No publicity, as they say. It would be good to email her anyway, to be honest, just to remind her I’m still alive.


The man with the camera and the interviewer are now discussing whether to do the shoot or the interview first. He starts wandering around the room taking light readings, looking thoughtful. ‘This end of the house is where people usually take photos,’ I say helpfully, pointing through to the conservatory. ‘On this armchair, with the garden behind.’ Not that I’m usually in the photoshoots, of course. Sometimes, occasionally, I am just out of shot pulling faces at Coco or observing. More often, when the house gets invaded like this, I retreat to the studio at the end of the garden with my laptop. I say studio. It’s more of a shed. But it does have a light bulb and a heater.


The woman has taken down from one of the bookshelves a photograph from our wedding day – Emmy and me and her childhood friend and maid of honour Polly, the three of us arm in arm and smiling. Poor old Polly; she obviously hated that dress. Emmy took our wedding day as an opportunity to give her best friend – a pretty-enough girl, even if she does dress a bit like my mum – the makeover she had always politely but firmly refused. It was a public service for her single friend, Emmy had said, before looking over the guest list and asking if I had invited anyone without a girlfriend, wife or partner. Personally, I thought Polly’s dress looked great but every time the camera was pointed in the other direction or Emmy wasn’t looking, I would catch her covering up her bare arms and shoulders with a bobbly cardigan or taking off a high-heeled shoe to rub the ball of one of her feet. To her credit, no matter how uncomfortable she felt, Polly kept a smile on her face the whole day long. Even if the eligible friend we sat next to her at dinner did spend the whole meal chatting up the girl on the other side of him.


‘So I understand you write novels, Dan,’ the woman from the Sunday Times says, with a faint smile, putting the picture back. She says it in the manner of someone who’s not even going to pretend that my name is familiar or that they might once have read something I’d written.


I sort of laugh and say something like ‘I guess so’ and then I point out the hardback and the paperback copies of my book on the shelf and the spine of the Hungarian edition next to that. She angles the hardback copy out a bit, examines the cover and lets the book fall back into place on the shelf with a slight clunk.


‘Hmm,’ she says. ‘When did it come out?’


I tell her seven years ago and as I’m saying it realise it was actually eight. Eight years. It’s hard to believe, that. It certainly came as a shock to me when Emmy gently suggested that it was time for me to stop using the author photo from the back cover as my profile picture on Facebook. ‘It’s a nice photograph,’ she told me reassuringly. ‘It just doesn’t really look like you.’ Any more being the unspoken words hanging in the air.


The photographer asks me what the book was about – that question authors always hate, with was providing the final twist of the scalpel. At one time I probably would have told him that if I could boil down what it’s about to a single sentence or two, I would not have needed to write the thing. In another mood I might have joked that it was about two hundred and fifty pages, or £7.99. I am no longer quite that much of a twat, I hope. I tell him it is about a guy who marries a lobster. He laughs. I find myself warming to him.


It was pretty well received at the time, my novel. Generous cover blurb from Louis de Bernières. Book of the week in the Guardian. Reviewed with only mild condescension in the London Review of Books and with approval in the Times Literary Supplement. Film rights optioned. On the back flap, in my leather jacket, leaning against a brick wall in black and white, I smoke with the air of a man with a bright future in front of him.


It was a fortnight after the book came out that I met Emmy.


Seeing her for the first time across the room will always remain one of the defining moments of my life.


It was a Thursday night, the opening of a mutual friend’s bar on Kingsland Road, the height of the summer, an evening so hot that most people were standing outside on the pavement. There’d been free drinks at one point, but by the time I arrived there were just a load of buckets of melted ice with empty wine bottles in them. The crush at the bar was three deep. It had been a long day. I had things to do in the morning. I was just looking around for the mate whose bar it was to say hello and goodbye and apologise for not staying longer when I spotted her. She was standing at one of the tables by the window. She was wearing a low-cut jumpsuit. Back then, before it went an Instagram-friendly shade of cerise, Emmy’s hair – a little longer than it is now – was more or less its natural shade of blonde. She was eating a chicken wing with her fingers. She was literally the most beautiful person I had ever seen. Emmy looked up. Our eyes met. She smiled at me, faintly quizzically, slightly frowning. I smiled back. I could not see a drink on the table. I made my way over and asked if she wanted one. The rest is history. That night she came back to my place. Three weeks later I’d asked her to move in with me. I had asked her to marry me within the year.


It was only much later that I realised how little Emmy can see without her glasses or when she doesn’t have her contact lenses in. Not for ages did she confess that they had been bothering her earlier – something to do with the high pollen count perhaps – and she had taken them out and her smile across the room that night had been at a vague pink shape she could just about sense was staring in her direction and assumed was a fashion PR. It was only later I found out she already had a boyfriend, called Giles, who was on a work secondment to Zurich, and was as surprised to learn they were no longer in an exclusive relationship as I was to learn of his existence. There was an awkward moment a fortnight into things when he called and I answered and told him to stop pestering Emmy, and he told me they’d been going out for three years.


She has always had a fairly complicated relationship with the truth, my wife.


I guess that business with Giles might have bothered some people. I guess some couples, starting out, might have felt it cast a bit of a pall over things. I genuinely can’t remember it troubling either of us very much at all. As I recall, by that weekend we were already telling it as a funny story, and very quickly after that it became the centrepiece of our repertoire of dinner party anecdotes, both of us with our agreed part to play in the telling of it, our allotted lines.


‘The fact of the matter is,’ Emmy would always say, ‘I knew from the moment I met Dan he was the man I was going to marry, so the fact I was seeing someone else seemed irrelevant. I had already broken up with Giles in my head, he was history. I just hadn’t got around to telling him that yet.’ She would shrug sheepishly as she said this, offer a rueful smile, glance across at me.


I used to think it was all quite romantic, to be honest.


The truth is, we were probably both pretty insufferable in those days. I imagine most young lovers are.


I can vividly recall announcing to my mother over the phone (I was wandering around the flat in a towel at the time, wet-haired, holding a cigarette, looking for a lighter) that I had met my soulmate.


Emmy was like no one else I had ever met. She is still unlike anyone else I’ve ever met. Not just the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes on, but the funniest, the cleverest, the sharpest, the most ambitious. One of those people you know you need to be on your best form to keep up with. One of those people you want to impress. One of those people who get every reference before you have even finished making it. Who have that magic that makes everyone else in a room recede into the distance. Who have you saying things you’ve never told anyone within two hours of meeting them. Who change the way you look at life. Half the weekend we used to spend in bed, the other half in the pub. We would eat out at least three nights a week, at pop-up restaurants serving Middle Eastern small plates or modern barbecue joints that don’t take reservations. We went out dancing on Wednesday nights and did karaoke on Sunday afternoons. We went on city breaks – to Amsterdam, to Venice, to Bruges. We dragged our hangovers out for 5K runs, laughing and shoving each other along when one of us started to flag. When we weren’t out in the evening we used to spend ages together in the bath, with our books and a bottle of red wine, occasionally topping up our glasses or the hot water.


‘Things can only go downhill from here,’ we used to joke.


It all seems a very long time ago now.




Emmy


You know that thing that middle-class women do the day before their cleaner arrives? Running around the house, picking up the most embarrassing bits off the floor, giving the bathroom a wipe, putting stuff in piles, so the place isn’t quite such a mortifying mess?


I don’t do that. Never have. I mean, obviously we have a cleaner who comes twice a week, but our house is usually tidy. It was tidy before we had children, and it is tidy now. Toys go away before bedtime. Storybooks are back on the shelf. Piles on the stairs are not allowed. No mugs on the side. Socks left on the floor go in the bin.


Which means the hours before a camera crew arrives for a shoot are always spent untidying. Don’t get me wrong, we’re not talking empty pizza boxes and unwashed pants – just a light dusting of knitted dinosaurs, Lego bricks and talking unicorns, a two-day-old newspaper lying here, a collapsed cushion fort there and some single shoes in awkward places. It takes effort to calibrate just the right level of chaos, but dirty isn’t aspirational and perfect isn’t relatable. And Mamabare is nothing if not relatable.


I can only tackle the mess-making, of course, after I’ve seen to my social media feeds. It’s not a routine Dan’s especially keen on but Bear is his responsibility for the first hour of each day because I need both hands and my whole brain to catch up on what has happened overnight.


Prime posting time is after the kids go to bed, when my million followers have poured their first glass of wine and dived headfirst into a scroll hole instead of summoning the energy to talk to their husbands. So that’s when I schedule my seemingly off-the-cuff, in-the-moment, but actually pre-photographed, already-written posts. Last night’s was a photo of me with a sheepish grin, standing against a yellow wall, pointing at my feet in trainers that were clearly two halves of separate pairs, with a screaming Bear strapped to my front in the sling that, for some reason, he hates with a passion. It was accompanied by a description of being so sleep-deprived I’d left the house that morning with my sweatshirt on backwards and one pink Nike and one green New Balance on my feet, and a cool east London kid on the number 38 bus telling me approvingly that I looked fresh.


It certainly could have happened. I write in the style of honesty, so it’s useful if there’s a small grain of truth in my posts. My husband is the novelist, not me – I just can’t seem to manage total fiction. I need a little spark from real life to fire up my imagination to craft an anecdote that sounds plausibly authentic. I also find it’s easier to keep track of my maternal misadventures that way, to avoid contradicting myself, which is important when I need to wheel the same stories out in interviews, panel talks and personal appearances.


In this case, there was no cool kid, no mismatched trainers and no public transport. I had just nearly nipped to Tesco with my cardigan on inside out.


I ended the post by asking my followers what their own most sleep-deprived-mum moment was – it’s a classic engagement trick, pushing them to post a response. And, of course, the higher the engagement, the more brands are prepared to pay you to flog their wares.


Overnight, I’ve got 687 comments and 442 DMs, all of which I need to acknowledge or reply to. Some days this takes longer than others – if there’s a depressed mother who seems dangerously unhappy, or one at her wits’ end with a colicky baby who screams non-stop, I take care to send something personal, something kind. It’s tough to know what to say in a situation like that, having never been through it, but I can’t bring myself to leave these women hanging when it seems like everyone else in their life has.


‘Hi Tanya,’ I type. ‘I know it’s so hard when they just cry, cry, cry. Is little Kai teething? Coco really suffered when her front two came through. Gnawing on a frozen banana seemed to help, or have you tried those powders? Promise me you’ll look after you too, mama – can you nap when he naps? You will get through it and I’m with you all the way.’


My reply is instantly seen, almost like tinytanya_1991 has been staring at her phone ever since she hit send, and I can see that she is already typing her reply as I move on to the next message.


‘You are NOT a terrible mother, Carly, and you must never doubt that your little one loves you. You really should talk to someone, though: a doctor? Your mum? Maybe take a walk to a cafe and have a chat with the waitress. I’m sending you a link to a helpline too.’


The message sends, but is unread. On to the next.


‘Oh Elly, you are too kind, and of course I recognise you from last week’s event. My sweatshirt is from Boden – amazing to hear it even looks great the wrong way round.’


I’m not quite sure how I manage it, but today I’m done and showered within my allotted hour and can hear Dan loitering at the bedroom door, no doubt counting down the seconds, from 6.58 a.m.


In addition to all the usual things I need to get up and deal with, today I also have to think about what to wear for the shoot. The Mamabare look is one that my husband once described as ‘children’s TV presenter minus puppet badger’. A lot of printed dresses, bright slogan T-shirts, dungarees. The wardrobe selection process is a bit painful due to the extra stone I put on when I was pregnant with Coco and could never lose because snapping back to a size eight would be so off-brand.


So a jaunty skirt it is; this one is green and covered in tiny lightning bolts. My yellow T-shirt says My Superpower is Parenting. I know, I know. But what can I do? So many brands send me their matching slogan tees, Coco and I have to wear them occasionally.


I’ve been desperate to get my roots done but I knew this shoot was coming up, and there was also last night’s talk. Too sleek, and it won’t sit well with my followers, so an inky parting and a two-day-old blow-dry it is. I give it a quick brush then tease a lock so it stands out at almost ninety degrees from the side of my head. That rogue strand has been featuring heavily on my Instastories this week (‘Argh! I can’t do a thing with it! Anyone else have one stubborn piece of hair with a mind of its own?!’). I now have a spare room full of lotions and potions to help plaster it down – as well as ten thousand pounds from Pantene, whose new product will prove to be the solution to my hair woes.


When you make such a big deal out of only ever flogging products you actually use, you have to create ever more elaborate scenarios in which they’re necessary.


Coco has been sitting quietly in her bedroom throughout, propped up in front of her iPad watching something involving flowers, castles and glitter. I pull the T-shirt that matches mine (My Mama has Special Powers!) out of her chest of drawers and hold it up.


‘What do you think about wearing this today, Cocopop? It’s the same as Mummy’s one,’ I say, tucking a soft blonde curl behind her ear and giving her a peck on the forehead as I breathe in her powdery scent.


She takes off her pink headphones, pops the iPad on the bed beside her and tilts her head.


‘What do all the words say, Mummy?’


‘Do you want to try reading it, pickle?’ I smile.


‘M-y . . . m-a-m-a . . . h-a-s . . .’ she says slowly. ‘I can’t do the rest, Mama.’


‘Well done! So, so clever. It says, “My Mama Has a Beautiful Crown”.’ I smile, helping her down from the bed. ‘And you know what that means, Coco? If Mama is a queen with a crown, that makes you . . .’


‘A PRINCESS!’ she squeals.


To tell the truth, Coco’s princess obsession is a bit inconvenient, content-wise. Obviously the modern mama party line is that pink stinks. They’re all meant to be rebel girls and little feminists-in-training, but my daughter is firmly in the fairy queen camp – so unless I want a screaming meltdown on my hands, that’s what she gets. Or at least that’s what she thinks she’s got. Luckily, she can’t read that well yet.


‘Now, would you like to help me with a very important, secret job?’ I ask her, giving her a handful of blueberries, which she absent-mindedly starts popping into her mouth.


‘What is it, Mama?’


‘We are going to make some mess!’ I whoop, scooping her up off the bed and carrying her downstairs.


I supervise as she makes, and then kicks down, a tower of velvet scatter cushions. We fling a few teddies at the radiator, send some storybooks skidding across the parquet and scatter pieces of wooden jigsaw puzzle on the floor. I am laughing so hard at her utter delight in destroying the living room that I only notice just in time that she has my three-wick Diptyque candle in both hands and is about to chuck it at the fireplace.


‘Okay, pickle, let’s put that one down, shall we? Job done in here, I think,’ I say, putting it on a high shelf. ‘Shall we go and find your tiara upstairs to finish that outfit off?’


Gold plastic tiara located under her bed, I kneel down to Coco’s height, look her in the eyes and hold both her hands. ‘Some people are coming to talk to Mummy now, and take some photos. You’re going to be a good girl and smile for them, aren’t you? You can do some magic princess twirls for the camera!’


Coco nods. I hear the doorbell go.


‘Coming!’ I shout, as Coco bounds down the stairs ahead of me.


When my agent agreed to this interview I was slightly nervous they’d go for the ‘perils of selling your family online’ angle, as serious newspapers tend to. But the editor agreed to a list of topics they wouldn’t touch on, so here we are, with the staff photographer and a freelance journalist, asking me jolly questions I’ve answered a million times before. She ends with a flourish.


‘Why do you think people like you so much?’


‘Oh goodness, do you think that’s true? Well, if it is, I guess they connect with me because I’m just like them, because I allow myself to be vulnerable – I ask for their help, I make it a two-way conversation. You can’t mama alone – it really does take a village. All of us are in it together, all plugging away in our sleep-deprived, peanut-butter-smeared, sugar-fuelled fogs.’


Actually, do you know why they love me? Because this is my job – a job I happen to be very, very good at. Do you think you get a million followers by accident?


It took a while to get Mamabare just right. To be honest, I thought I’d come up with a killer concept the first time round in Barefoot. That if I was prepared to put in the work, I could eventually earn enough from a shoe blog and social media to replace my magazine salary. I was as obsessed with the big fashion influencers as anyone else, even though I knew rationally that none of it was real. I had wasted plenty of evenings comparing their perfect Prada lives to my own, my bedtime creeping ever later as my eyes glazed over at shots of them crossing roads in Manhattan and posing outside pastel-coloured houses in Notting Hill – and now at least I could justify that to Dan as research.
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