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This story is for every person who
has ever messaged me and asked
me if they should quit their job.





Our jobs are our private fantasies,
our disguises, the cloak we can creep
inside to hide.

A Month In The Country,

JL CARR






Chapter One

Cupboard love

Imogen

‘Through sharing my most audacious desires … ’ Audacious, or outrageous? ‘ … outrageous desires with my rapidly growing readership, I am confident … ’ Oh. Is that too much? It’s such a thin line, with job applications. How do I convey that I’m dazzlingly and uniquely talented, while sounding just the right amount of desperate, available and cheap?

I’m writing this, sitting on an upturned bin. Well, my left cheek is on there, anyway. The right one went numb some time ago. The best thing about being exiled to the fashion cupboard is that it guarantees a little privacy for ‘personal admin’. (The worst thing is that an intern can occasionally get forgotten about, locked in and sometimes get left overnight. Rumour has it that this happened to a girl called Bella when she was working on a posh lifestyle mag called Trunk.)

For all of my efforts, it’s possible that no one in the Flair HR department will even read this letter. I know, from bitter experience, that CVs do not hold any weight. No one can be bothered to read beyond ‘Imogen Mounce, 26’. Even though I’ve made up a Duke of Edinburgh Bronze Award, purely as a creative writing exercise.

There’s probably another intern, a Millicent or an Isobel who is already in situ, lined up for the role with all the right qualifications – uncles on the board, old school friends on the Beauty desk. I got very lucky when Mum named me after her favourite Jilly Cooper book.

On paper, I can pretend to fit in. I don’t think my CV would even grant me access to this cupboard if my dad had got his way and called me after Michelle from EastEnders.

I’m inches from the clothes rail, and I can see a pair of cobalt blue, neoprene hotpants. That’s what confident looks like. Out of habit, I squint for the label. Alexandre Vauthier. Nine hundred quid, minimum, although press samples don’t really have a price. Imagine having a grand to spend on Net-a-Porter and blowing it on shorts! What would I do with a grand? I permit myself a brief fantasy of fancy skincare and estate jewellery, until reality bites. I’d pay my rent, wouldn’t I?

Squinting at my cracked phone screen, I check the time. Oh fuck. Oh help. The deadline for this application is in twelve minutes. And I should have left twelve minutes ago, I’m going to be late for my shift, again. I’m going to get my wages docked, again.

Maybe I should go for broke and tell the truth. If nothing else it would make the application stand out. ‘Through setting up a sex blog and describing some of the most intimate and embarrassing details of my life, I’ve gained writing experience, even though no bloody newspapers or magazines will let my words anywhere near their pages. I’m desperate for a day job, I’m very, very tired, and I’m fed up with supplementing my casual part-time bar work with odd shifts at the pen factory. Tonight I’m on lids, which means I won’t be able to feel my thumbs for a week.’

Without warning, the Acting Editor sticks her head around the door. ‘Everything OK in there, Imogen? You all right? How are you getting on with the Box of Doom?’

Arghhhh! ‘Hello, Harri! Yes. Sorry!’ I throw my phone behind me and lunge for the box.

I’m supposed to be untangling necklaces and returning them to their rightful press offices – not applying for magazine jobs on Panache time. Still, it’s not as if Panache are paying me. Also the Box of Doom is busywork, it’s something to do when the server goes down, or when Rosa, the old editor, was having a major tantrum and Harri, her deputy, had to come up with a scheme to get the interns out of the way and keep them quiet.

The fashion cupboard is a sort of rarefied priest hole. Sometimes, you come back from lunch and there’s a real atmosphere in the office – it’s obvious that Something Has Happened, and it feels as though it must be your fault. (As if I had that kind of power! Usually, it’s a brand pulling the ad that’s paying for the rest of the mag that week. Once, it was because someone microwaved some leftover fish curry, and no one would own up to stinking out the kitchen.)

Harri smiles. ‘I’ve got to pop upstairs for a bit, I’ve been summoned by the boss man.’ She dusts herself down for invisible lint, non-existent wrinkles. ‘Actually, I’ve just realised what the time is, you can probably get going.’

How does she do it? Harri is one of those magical people who always gives the impression of having showered no more than thirty minutes ago. After about 4 p.m., I start to feel stale. Biscuit crumbs collect on my knees and elbows, regardless of what I’ve actually eaten. Harri is a human toothpaste advert. A riddle, wrapped in an enigma, wrapped in a heavenly cloud of Santal 33. She has her own Wikipedia entry, which I know off by heart – but even though I’ve been her eternal intern, on and off, for over two years, I know almost nothing about her life outside Panache. All I have are the rumours. Giles the fashion director has hinted that she had an affair with a famous movie star, back in the nineties. Araminta, my old boss at Splash!, sniffed that the movie star was on the fringes of the Brit Pack, and now only gets work popping up in home insurance adverts – but then, Araminta put most of the budget up her nose and the magazine got shut down after six months, and I don’t think she enjoyed watching Harri’s star soar as hers descended. Poppy, a woman I interned with at Sleek a while back, reckons that Anna Wintour herself tried to headhunt Harri, and Harri turned her down.

I believe a three-year-old child could identify Harri as the editor of a fashion magazine. I have absolutely no idea how old she is. There’s a whisper of a wrinkle in the corner of her eyes, and I can’t work out whether she has perfect skin, or access to the most expensive, subtle Botox going. Probably both. I’ve never seen another person with hair as shiny as hers in my life. Not even on TV. Not even on Instagram. But sometimes she twists it up and pins it with a chewed Biro. And when she pulls the Biro out, it falls perfectly into place. (I tried it once on a night shift – bad idea – and I had to cut the lid out with nail scissors.) Harri has eyebrows like Elizabeth Taylor. Once, I asked her what she used to get the perfect arch, and she said ‘Vaseline.’

Yet, she’s warm. It might be her accent – I think Yorkshire, maybe Sheffield? Harri expects excellence from everyone, but she’s fair. She sees people. She says hello, she asks how I am, she has never once addressed me as ‘oat latte’ unlike most of the fashion team. I suppose she had to put out plenty of fires started by Rosa, but Harri is decent. It’s not a quality I encounter very often in this industry. She’s always in immaculate black, never greying, never bobbly. Although – not today. She’s in a fitted flowery dress, splodged with pink and green. It looks odd on her. She doesn’t look like a media star, she looks as though she’s going to the wedding of someone she doesn’t like very much. Still, she’s probably ahead of a curve, and the rest of us will all be in the Zara version in a month.

‘Thanks Harri, see you tomorrow! I hope it … ’ Can I say I hope it goes well, when I’m not sure I’m allowed to know what ‘it’ is? The funny thing about being the most junior, least important person in any office is that you’re not supposed to let on that you know about anything. Even though your invisibility invites indiscretion – people will say anything in front of you. I am omniscient, and sad proof that knowledge is not always power. ‘I hope it’s a lovely evening! For you! Um … ’ Urghhh.

Harri chooses not to respond to the fact that I sound as though I started learning English after lunch. ‘Thanks for today, you’ve been ace, as always. See you tomorrow.’

Ace. Harri Kemp, industry legend, thinks I’m ‘always ace’. That will keep me warm at midnight, when my numb, inky fingers are wrapped around a polystyrene cup of Nescafé. That will soothe me when I’ve been on my feet for eight solid hours, and every tiny bone in my body is aching so acutely that I feel like a skeleton in a wig. That’s enough to make me smile when my alarm goes off after three hours’ sleep and I haul myself out of bed to the bus to the train to the tube and do it all over again.

If I was even 10 per cent less broke, I’d call in sick, skip my shift at the factory and hang around the office for a little longer to see what happens. Perhaps that would be tempting fate. I’ve been letting myself nurse a secret hope. It’s the hope that kills you, I know. But I’m crossing my fingers and holding my thumbs, all the same.

I’m not an idiot – I know that I’ve been sent to the cupboard because Something Has Happened. But today, I think it might be something good. Rosa left Panache a month ago, leaving Harri as acting editor. The new editor is about to be announced, and it’s going to be Harri. It has to be.

And if Harri is made editor-in-chief, I think she might give me a real job.

Still, it’s a big If, so I start putting one arm through a coat sleeve while rereading the Flair application in my Notes app. I apply for at least eight jobs a week, no matter how much they challenge and stretch the definition of ‘journalism’. Or indeed, ‘paid employment’ – so I can copy and paste the final paras, the excited for the opportunitys and the look forward to hearing from you soons. My screen is so knackered I can barely see what I’ve typed any more so it helps to have something I made earlier.

Twenty minutes later, sitting on the bus, I realise just how badly I’ve fucked up.

It occurred to me that the internet in the fashion cupboard can be a little patchy, and I should check to make sure that my Flair application letter is in my Sent folder.

It’s there, all right. Well, half of it.

The other half is a paragraph from a blog post I’ve been working on. One I wasn’t sure I was ready to publish.

The sound that emerges from my throat is something between a death rattle and a moo. Sweating under my coat, I read the words I’d written, furiously in the dark, a couple of nights ago, as Sam Strong snored beside me. ‘There’s an art to the hate fuck. You have to go all in. It’s not just about releasing your inhibitions – you’re dissolving them, in your acid rage. I didn’t know my pussy could grip a cock so tightly, as though I was trying to break it, until I’d completely let go of the notion that I was trying to make him fall in love with me. I know he’s a bad man. Does hate fucking make me a bad feminist? Maybe. Does it make me come? In a way I didn’t even know I was capable of. I’m embarrassed to admit to the number of times I’ve cried over S— but the orgasms are making me so much wetter than any tears could.’

Those words are preceded by these: ‘Here are the ways in which I’ve demonstrated strong attention to detail.’




Chapter Two

Something Has Happened

Harri

Neither of them will sit down. Harri knows he is waiting for her to go first. It’s absurd; sexism, disguised as chivalry. She will not play the game – partly because by staying standing, she is able to retain what little power she has. Mostly because she has worn uncomfortable shoes, in honour of the announcement, and she needs to stay on her feet. If she sits, she may never be able to get back up again. She tips the heavy chrome chair against the big table, surreptitiously stretching a sore calf, like a runner. Will has been speaking without stopping for seven minutes now. He’s rambling, mumbling pointless professional platitudes. When will he get to the point? Why does he have to make such a ceremony out of everything? Well, because his job is dull, and his life is dull, and dullness is his MO. The first rule of media. The glamour of the company is always inversely proportional to the glamour of the person in charge of the operation. Officially, Panache is very much the jewel in Hudson’s crown. The truth is that the whole company is mostly profitable thanks to the steady, consistent demand for Construction & Scaffolding Weekly.

Will is looking at her now. What is he saying? His monotone makes it difficult to concentrate. The man is an utter charisma vacuum, ‘ … long term service to the company. In recognition of your talent, and considerable ability, we think … ’ Please get on with it. Harri wants to savour this moment, but she can barely concentrate. Downstairs, chaos reigns. The cover interview hasn’t been confirmed, seven suitcases of couture gowns are stuck in Customs and she has just learned that the new girl in Classifieds is taking make-up from the Beauty cupboard and selling it on eBay. She wonders whether she can sneak a look at her emails, by peering into her pocket. But she has no pockets today. She is wearing The Dress, bought the very second she felt sure of her promotion, once Rosa had assured her she was not tempting fate. Most editors wear black, black, black. But the editor-in-chief wears Erdem.

Harri has fetishised the floral dresses, ever since she saw Alexandra Shulman wearing one to the Vogue anniversary party. Harri is usually careful with her clothes. She is a pragmatic dresser and her outfit choices are dictated by necessity before aesthetics. She is required to move through the world at twice the speed of everyone else. But when all of your dreams come true, you can justify a dream of a dress to match. The birds of paradise and hot house flower print make Harri yearn for the tropical, the botanical, a land of warm nights and soft breezes, free from all cares and MacBooks. Now, Harri wishes her warm thoughts would provide some actual heat. She feels shivery, exposed, angry with herself for every ‘right to bare arms’ pun she has ever let the subeditors sign off. The Regent Street Christmas decorations have just gone up. What was she thinking?

‘So we’re pleased to offer you an exciting new challenge,’ says Will, who is now staring at the table, not making eye contact.

Harri smiles. She has known Will for over ten years, and he has never become any more open, any less awkward. ‘Well, it’s not too new. I know Panache inside out. You’re in very good hands.’ She laughs, because she knows how to play the game, make nice. Come on, Will. Please wrap this up. Let me get back to my magazine.

‘Hnnnnnn,’ says Will, clasping his hands in front of him, like a little boy on a school trip, anxious about straying from the crocodile formation. ‘That’s the thing. We think you need a change. We’ve run the numbers and decided we want to go ahead with the new product idea. The online magazine, for younger women. Everyone was very impressed with the research you did last year. We want you to be at the helm of the new launch.’

‘Right. Right.’ Harri can feel the cogs and cells of her brain whirring, expanding, trying to absorb this information. ‘So – a lot of work. Exciting work! But how would that fit with my role at Panache? Because I have so many ideas and ongoing projects that I was working on with Rosa, and as an editor-in-chief I’d expect to—’

‘Harri,’ Will cuts her off, with something akin to tenderness. ‘You’re not the new editor-in-chief of Panache.’

‘I see.’ Harri will never, ever cry at work. But she may puke. What has she eaten today? She remembers the first three quarters of a banana, abandoned as she left the tube upon encountering its final mushy, brown inch. Then … coffee. More coffee. A cheese sandwich, still in its wrapper, that has been resting on her desk for the last two hours. Every time she has picked it up and started to open it, her phone has rung or an urgent email has come in, or someone has rushed over with an emergency (one was legitimate, a major fuck up with a mascara ad – one was a meme starring a penguin in a party hat). She does not have the energy to throw up. There is nothing in the tank. The sensation is similar to falling in the playground. Running, flying, throwing yourself into a fantasy world, and then having the ground rise up to meet you, sudden and hard. The shock. The pain. Harri does not consider herself to be much of a reader of poetry, but as she feels her soul fly from the room, seeping through the glued shut windows, she finds herself remembering a fragment of Audre Lorde. Something about being non-essential. Wrong. Worn thin.

‘Will that be all?’ No, that isn’t right. Ask a normal question. Ask a human question. ‘I mean, who will the editor be? The new launch – when will that start? How will I transition from my deputy role to the new project?’

Will gulps and looks relieved. Harri is letting him off the hook, asking questions, comfortable, answerable questions, and not the screamingly obvious one, ‘How could you do this to me?’

‘It’s Mackenzie Whittaker, from Hudson US.’

Is that a person, or another company? thinks Harri, for a stupid second. ‘Um, I don’t think I know … ’

‘Her background is very much management, not editorial, she’s been overseeing various US titles, and she’s turned them around, profit-wise.’

‘Oh, was she on Glamor? Or Mademoiselle? Lucky? I never came across … ’

‘No, no, things with a different profile. Go Fish. The Racing Hound.’

‘But Panache is a women’s lifestyle title. And I would have thought you’d want someone with experience in the sector … ’

‘Harri, we both know that things are changing, it’s becoming increasingly difficult to sell a premium print product.’ Against her will, Harri imagines Will screaming the words ‘PREMIUM PRINT PRODUCT’ at the point of ejaculation. ‘We need to make significant changes in terms of how we cost the magazine. And Mackenzie knows money. Don’t worry, I’m sure she’ll still want your editorial expertise.’

Yeah, that bitch can whistle for it, thinks Harri, as she says ‘Of course. You know how much I care about Panache. After all, it’s been my life for ten years!’

Another polite, tinkling laugh. This time, she is laughing at herself. Because what kind of fool, what kind of idiot, what kind of woman reaches the end of her forties with so little to show for herself? No big job. No personal life, to speak of. A tiny flat that still feels far too big. And a mortgage that is definitely too big to permit Harri to speak what’s truly in her heart and tell Will to go fuck himself.

Will still has the audacity to look relieved. ‘So, the plan is to launch towards the end of January. That gives you about eight weeks. You’ll need to start research and assemble your team, while you’re phased out of your role at Panache.’

Harri imagines herself fading from high to low definition, her outline flickering and blurring, leaving the office a ghost.

‘Anyway, lots to do, best get back to work!’ Once again, Will looks at Harri as though he is waiting for her to move. It is polite to let her leave first. It also gives Will an opportunity to have a good look at her arse. On the scale of terrible Hudson letches, he barely registers, but Harri trusts no one. Especially because now the meeting is over, Will has stopped looking at her like a senior employee, and started looking at her like a girl in a dress.

‘By the way, you, ah, you look, um, really nice. Doing something after work? Special occasion?’

Harri tugs at the skirt of her treacherous, overpriced editor-in-chief dress. ‘No, not at all. Just fancied a change.’




Chapter Three

The Wake

Harri

‘Where’s the champagne? Did we get a cake in the end, or … ’

Hiding behind the door, Harri can picture Giles, her fashion director, scampering about. This would have been his victory too. He likes to call himself her Girl Friday, or the Lieutenant of her Heart. He can be glib, he can be bitchy, but he’s secretly incredibly kind, and volubly, noisily, proudly Team Harri. She knew he’d be organising the straggling staffers who were sticking around after six, desperate to celebrate her good news.

There is no way she can go back into her own office. Not tonight.

She has failed, she has fucked up, and she can’t face anyone, ever again. She will have to run away. For three minutes, Harri considers her options. A suite at Soho House? Absolutely not, far too many concerned friends, and crowing enemies. She is quite near St Pancras – she could get a train to anywhere, perhaps she can start a new life in Paris? No, she might bump into someone. Belgium? She is being ridiculous, she really needs to sit down with a glass of water – but in this moment she doesn’t feel strong enough to visit the kitchen.

In truth, Harri knows she is all out of fight and flight. Every single drop of adrenaline has evaporated through her pores. She might cry now. She’d have to go to the disabled toilet in the basement. The toilet reserved for weeping juniors, rats and – apparently – ghosts. And once Keith Richards during a legendary interview for the now defunct Rock Show. (A title that was unsuccessfully relaunched as a geologists’ periodical.)

Harri knows that if she goes to the basement, she will never leave.

Blinking hard, she sends Giles a message. Then, eyes screwed shut to keep the tears at bay, not caring whether she gets run over, she stumbles all the way over the road to the Angel, and waits.

Harri and Giles have seen out many a crisis upstairs in the Angel. It is their War Room – the sticky, stinky antithesis of Media London. Too grubby for a gossip columnist to bother with. As a young, ambitious hack, Harri would go out of her way to be seen in the smartest bars. Now she can only really relax in a pub where nobody knows her name.

‘All right, Kev!’ Giles nods at the elderly regular, as he dumps four bags of crisps on the table. And, to Harri, sotto voce, ‘It’s a shame. Acid, they say. The old fella used to be such a raver, down the Blitz every Tuesday night in his leather vest.’ Kev gave nothing away but Giles was always full of theories.

Harri tears into the cheese and onion. ‘Careful with your references, Giles. Blitz was before you say you were born. If word gets out that you’re a day over thirty-five, they’ll fire you too.’

‘Ah, I’ve always been precocious! What did I hear someone saying the other day? We’re all convinced the nineties happened ten years ago, and no one is willing to accept that they were actually thirty years ago.’ He leans forward conspiratorially, ‘Anyway, to catch me out you have to be really good at maths. Never a mag hag’s strong suit. You think anyone spends two grand on a Balenciaga blazer if they’re good at maths?’

‘This Mackenzie is, apparently,’ Harri mutters gloomily, before she slurps her white wine, ‘a real pound buster. Or dollar buster. But then, she’s not one of us, is she?’ She bites her lip, hard. ‘It’s humiliating, so humiliating, to be ditched for someone whose biggest career achievement is a stint at The Racing Hound.’

Giles pats Harri’s forearm. ‘But that’s the thing, surely? It would be awful if they brought in an Anna, a Carine. You’re not being replaced by an icon. You’re the icon, and they want a … what? Look at Diana Vreeland! Being fired by Vogue only made her legend greater. Anyway, you’ve not been fired,’ Giles punctuates his point by crunching a fistful of crisps.

‘I’ve been sidelined. Which is somehow worse. If they’d properly sacked me, they’d have to give me some money, and I could slink away with a little dignity.’ Harri silently admits to herself that if dignity is what she really wants, she ought to stop submitting to the cheap thrills of the Angel’s pot pourri flavoured Sauvignon.

‘Anyway, you told me you enjoyed the research for the new launch. And we both know Panache is on the outs,’ says Giles. Harri rolls her eyes. Giles has been predicting the end of Panache for the last five years, usually whenever his expense forms are queried. She’s never worked on a magazine that hasn’t lurched unpredictably and uncertainly from month to month. ‘Still,’ he adds, ‘I think this online thing might be a really smart move for you. After a couple of months with this horse and pound of flesh lady, I’ll probably be begging you to hire me.’

‘It’s just … GOD. Twenty-somethings, Giles? What do they like? What do they know? Who do they fancy? I’d be arrested for lusting after the people they’re into. Their vintage isn’t just the stuff we wore first time around – you shot and styled it. If they know who Kate Moss is, it’s because she’s Lila Grace’s mum. They wear Friends shirts, but they were actual babies when Friends was on TV. I can’t do it. Maybe I can get a job writing for The People’s Friend and edit cosy stories about grumpy grannies teaming up with troublesome grandsons to defeat the school bully.’

Giles raises his eyebrows fractionally. Harri has known him well enough, for long enough, to predict that he is approximately three weeks away from his next Restylane top-up. ‘How do you know so much about The People’s Friend?’

‘Oh, my nan used to get it; sometimes they have it at the dentist and I have a read for nostalgia’s sake. And it’s taught me about all sorts of clever tricks with a stock cube.’

‘You need to get laid,’ says Giles.

‘You always say that. So do you.’

‘Let’s see if Kev fancies a threesome.’

Harri is not really in the mood for Giles’ nonsense. ‘Sure, if he’s up for it, you can take his trousers off and I’ll hold your poppers.’

Giles will not let it lie. ‘Seriously, when did you last … I mean, it’s been a while, yes? A date? Why not? A teeny tiny trip out for an itsy bitsy cocktail, avec un handsome man? When did you last wax, even? I shudder, Harri. I bet it looks like all of the Marx brothers, down there. You were the one who told me that if you don’t stay on top of the grooming, your fanny looks like the face of a man who brings his own cider to a folk festival.’

Harri thinks briefly of the last time she’d been waxed, of the man she’d waxed for, and decides she would feel slightly more comfortable considering Giles’ pubic topiary instead. ‘What are you doing, down there, right now? What are the current styles?’

‘Actually, I’m experimenting. Growing it out. It’s a bit stubbly now, but in a few months it will be luscious. The seventies are back, and I’m going to have me a summer of love.’

‘But first, I suspect, a winter of discontent.’ Harri allows herself to smile.

‘This is the trouble, though, with you. You’ve always been married to the job. And now the job wants a divorce and maybe it’s time to go out and meet, you know, a human person. After Andy … ’

Harri shakes her head vigorously and splashes her cheap wine down the front of her expensive dress. ‘No, Giles, really – it’s been a long day. It’s been a lot. I can’t – I’ve only got room for this. You can buy me another drink and we can talk about anything but that. Then I’m going to go home, and put my best pyjamas on, and have my last early night for a while. I’m giving myself twelve hours to wallow. Then I’m going to work.’




Chapter Four

The triumph of hope over work experience

Imogen

‘What was the most challenging aspect of the role?’

‘Well, as you know, my character, Jennifer, falls in love with the village baker, and I haven’t actually eaten anything containing flour since 2006, so … ’

I’d never even heard of this actress before I was asked to transcribe this interview, but I already hate her. An hour ago, I was in such a good mood. I’d raced into the office, having convinced myself that Harri would be offering me a real job before I sat down. But everything seems tense and strained today, and I feel more ignored than ever. Why do I bother? Why do I keep coming in? I think about it for twenty seconds and come to the depressing realisation that being an unpaid intern on a major magazine is really all I have going for me. It feels like more of a career than ‘casual bar worker’ and ‘temporary factory operative’.

I am so, so hungry. I could eat a bag of flour on its own. Breakfast was, as always, crappy instant coffee from the office kitchen, and I’m not entirely sure what I’m going to do about lunch. I think I can rustle up just enough change for a banana and some instant noodles, but I really ought to do a bit more work before I go outside.

On the other side of the office, a giant gingerbread sculpture is being erected. Some company has invented a new festive hand soap, and in order to ‘celebrate the launch’, they have sent Panache a gingerbread Twelve Days of Christmas. It’s the end of November, so that partridge is going to be very stale by the twenty-fifth.

Would anyone notice if I sneaked over and stole a Lord a-Leaping?

A soap and moisturiser set has been dumped on everyone’s desks, regardless of status and hierarchy. The press release tells me it retails at £49.95. Do I a) Sell it, b) Give it to my mum for Christmas or c) Use it for shower gel?

I will never, ever become blasé about free stuff. In fact, all of my stuff is free stuff. Everywhere I look, I see piles of books, chocolate, perfume, T-shirts, stickers, phone covers. The Panache staffers open their post, sigh with irritation about the fact that another publicist has dared to send them yet more clutter, shoving the treasure to the side of their desks. I am constitutionally unable to say no to anything that I don’t have to pay for – even though sex bloggers get sent some seedy packages. Blow-up dolls. Penis shaped soap (which gave me a rash under my armpits). Edible underwear.

Edible underwear!

I might have some on me. I bumped into the postman on my way home from work last week and shoved my weird packages into the bottom of my bag for safekeeping. I don’t think I ever took them out.

In desperation, I look over at the gingerbread. There is so much gingerbread. It’s still under construction, and it’s already covering every conceivable surface. It smells like treacle. Like Christmas. I’m desperate for it.

But there are unspoken rules in the Panache office. Maybe, in an hour or two, one of the senior Sales girls will say ‘Oooh, I’m so naughty!’ and start nibbling on a turtle dove feather, or half a golden ring. Over the course of the afternoon, ‘the boys’ from various other bits of the building will be invited to come in and demolish it.

But the work experience is the lowest of the low. If I were to eat my fill of gingerbread right now – even though there’s enough here to feed an orphanage – no one would say anything. But I’d never, ever be asked back. And I’d be talked about. ‘Do you remember the weird intern who just helped herself to a load of biscuits?’ Eventually I’d pass into legend, they’d say I’d devoured an entire traybake, or a vast Victoria sponge, fistfuls at a time. It would be less embarrassing if I fainted at my desk.

So, after checking that no one is looking, I reach under my desk, and rummage in my bag for a handful of edible panty.

I’m not sure what I was expecting, but it’s surprisingly chewy. Extremely sweet, sort of apple-y, not unpleasant – but it really sticks to the roof of your mouth. I put my headphones back in, typing out the actress’s words as I try to uncoat my tongue and teeth.

‘So I researched the role by trying to make toast, and seeing if the smell would … ’

‘Imogen, hey! Can I have a quick word?’

Harri is at my side, by my desk, with one hand on my shoulder. I squeak in panic. She knows. She knows I am eating edible underwear. I freeze. She tugs delicately at the wire of my headphones, and I swallow hard.

‘Harri, sorry, yes, yes of course, I was in the muh of a … nuhhhh … ’ My tongue feels thick and furry and I chew at it, trying and failing to scrape off the panty coating. ‘What can I do? How can I help?’

‘Can you come out for a chat? We can go to Soho H … ’ she glances at her watch. ‘Actually, sorry, best go to Pret, I’ve got the visuals meeting in an hour. This shouldn’t take long.’ Treacherous, dangerous hope blooms again. My gut starts to untwist itself. I think this might mean that Something Has Happened.




Chapter Five

The Quick Chat

Imogen

A paradox. A good intern is an invisible intern. But we only give away our labour, for free, because we hope to be noticed. There are two alternative definitions for ‘intern’. One is ‘work experience’. The other is ‘political prisoner’.

For some reason, I don’t mind being called ‘the intern’ but I hate it when I’m referred to as ‘the work experience’. Or ‘the workie’.

If I’m not getting paid, surely I’m the only person in the room who is not a workie.

It would be in shockingly poor taste to consider myself a political prisoner. Wouldn’t it?

These are the machinations my brain runs through, as Harri orders a macchiato, takes a table and establishes that I would not like ‘a bun, or something’ to go with my filter coffee.

Obviously I long for a bun or something. If I’d had my wits about me, I’d have ordered the fanciest, foamiest, most elaborate drink on the menu, and a triple decker sandwich. But then, that’s another trap, another trick. Plenty of companies have told me that they have a role for someone who is hungry. They don’t really mean it.

‘ … I’d get you to sign an NDA or something, but … ’ Harri shrugs, and I clamp my lips into a tight, silent smile.

‘Anyway, we’re launching a brand new online title for younger women, and I’d love to hear your thoughts. You’re, what, twenty-five?’

I’m panicking. ‘Um, twenty-six.’ Is that the wrong answer? I should have lied! I’ve missed something vital. Am I being hired, or fired? (Once more for the people at the back, says my brain, You can’t get fired if they aren’t paying you.) ‘Um, right, of course. What sort of thoughts?’

‘We’re looking to launch early next year, we’re coming up with a content plan, our key demographic is a woman who is a little younger than the typical Panache reader, 18–34 although we’re focusing on the twenties, obviously … she’s dynamic, ambitious, politically engaged, sexually confident – in fact, that’s where you come in. I really love your blog, and it came up quite a few times when we started our research last year. Your readers are the readers we want.’

My readers? ‘Right! Great!’

Another paradox. I am happy to share my innermost, intimate thoughts and feelings with total strangers, but I baulk at sharing them with Harri.

‘Your tone is perfect, funny, frank, insightful, raw. Exactly what we have in mind.’

‘Thank you.’ I’ve forgotten how to be this person Harri is describing. Panic is making me feel prim, uptight. I find myself momentarily unable to perform the role of funny, frank sex blogger. Scrambling, I try to keep the conversational ball in the air. ‘Do you have a name for it yet?’

Harri shakes her head. ‘That’s always the hardest part. We need something that sounds very sharp and smart, not overly feminine, something about knowledge, being connected … we’re working on it. If you have any thoughts, I’d love to hear them.’

I have no thoughts at all. Not ‘no thoughts about what to call the glamorous new start-up’ – just no actual thoughts. ‘Erm, Savvy?’ I say, a little too loudly, and make a face. ‘No, that’s awful. Something about knowledge … power … being in the know … ’ Shit. Looking at Harri’s frozen face, I suspect she is seeing my potential drain away faster than she can drink her coffee.

‘In the Know – there’s something there, maybe? Anyway, basically, I wanted to sound you out. Hypothetically, would you be interested in a full time contract for this website? And available to start early in the new year? I’m still working out final details and numbers, so I can’t confirm anything yet.’ Harri shrugs. Just like everyone else I’ve met who is in a position to offer me a life-changing job, she is oddly reluctant to admit whether or not there actually is a job. ‘Anyway, tell me, what are you working on at the moment?’

‘Pegging,’ I say, before I have a chance to decide whether or not it’s a good idea to do so. Harri looks blank so I blunder on. ‘It’s, ah, female led penetration, that is a woman, a cis woman usually, wears a strap on dildo and penetrates her partner’s anus. Well, it doesn’t have to be a male partner but it’s often the case, it’s all about subverting traditional, het power dynamics, and I’m exploring the complicated feminist perspective – I mean, I’ve found that pegging brings out something quite aggressive, when I do it, and I love it, but I worry that it’s quite problematic … ’

Harri nods. ‘Imogen, I know what pegging is,’ she says quietly. ‘I meant, what are you working on today? At Panache.’

We walk back to the office in near silence. ‘Not so cold today,’ I offer. Harri nods.

It is entirely possible that I have just been almost hired, then fired.

Christmas comes and goes. Every phone call, every email, every mysterious sound fills me with brief, tremulous joy, and then instant, crushing despair. This is the worst thing about wanting to be part of this world. Every professional rejection is simply a ghosting. No one ever tells you where you stand, or gives you a straightforward refusal. No one lets you know when to stop hoping, and because hope is all you have, you hang onto it, in vain.

At home, I reassure Mum by telling her that I might have some exciting opportunities coming up in the new year. Hope flickers, and fades. It’s the hope that kills you. I should know that, by now.

I apply to be a social media executive on Kites and Dirigibles and hear nothing. I apply to be a coordination assistant on Modern Ferret and get a form email telling me I have not got the job ‘owing to the high volume of applications from many strong candidates’. I write a blog post about whether masturbation is an effective antidote to loneliness and feel too depressed to publish it. And then, after a long, bleak bar shift (during which I both have my arse pinched and am declared, loudly, to be ‘ENTIRELY UNFUCKABLE’ by the same customer), I take my phone out of my bag and check my emails, out of habit, expecting little.


Imogen, can you call me first thing tomorrow? We’re on.

Btw we really liked your name. It’s The Know. Hx

Harriet Kemp

Editor-in-chief, The Know






Chapter Six

Imogen phones home

Imogen

‘Mum? Mum, it’s me. I got the job!’

‘Imogen?’ A heavy, wheezing, Tramadol breath. Another, longer, deeper, worse. It’s as if the simple respiratory act exhausts him. ‘Hi, Dad. How are you?’ Fuck. He almost never picks up the phone. ‘I was just ringing to tell Mum – and you! I got that job. The website one.’

‘Right. I’ll get your mother.’

Well done Imogen, I mutter, sourly and probably not silently enough. Dad hears only what he wants to, but he is tuned into any and all expressions of bitterness. It’s his factory setting.

‘Love! How are you, sweetheart?’ She loves me so hard, she loves me from so far away.

‘Mum, I’ve just got a job, I spoke to the editor this morning. I’m going to be a writer! A staff writer!’ I can’t get enough of those words, the weight of them, the rhythm of them. Solid sounding, after all of that fear and floating. ‘In fact, they’re using the name I suggested.’

‘Oh, Im, that’s great news! I’m so proud of you. And you’ll be working on a magazine, a proper job at last. Good girl! We’ve been worrying, you know. Are they paying you well? Do they pay you extra for coming up with the name? You’ll have a pension!’

No, no and no.

‘Um … for the first few months I’m on a contract, it’s sort of a start-up, it’s connected to the magazine. I thought I explained it at Christmas, don’t you remember?’ Panic makes me exasperated, cruel. ‘It’s early days, but the editor really likes me. I met her doing work experience.’ Also, Harri is a big fan of my sex blog. Still, as long as Mum remains resistant to online banking, I think it’s fine to let the rest of the internet remain a mystery. ‘So, I think they want me to start in about a week. It’s good, isn’t it?’

A pause. ‘You can always come home, love, if it doesn’t work out.’

Home, where it’s perennially cold, even though the plastic logs are lit up in the gas fire grate on a July day. Home, sleeping in a single bed mounted on castors, where you can’t masturbate yourself back to sleep without bumping and squeaking and being forced to explain over breakfast why you were making so much noise in the night. Home, where the sweet, bright, fake air freshener smells curdle with the smells they are trying to mask – the cigarette smoke, the drink, the damp, the litany of issues that we’ve always been a little too poor to fix. Home, where I dare not go, where love is limited, and no one lives out loud.

‘I saw Su, you know, Jen’s mum, the other day, they’re delighted that she’s home. She’s thinking about teacher training, did she tell you?’

‘Yeah, she said she might be able to start early, in the spring term.’ Technically Jen said ‘If I have to wait until September I will kill. I need to be out of the house.’

‘You’d both be together, if you did come home. You girls have always done things together.’

‘Mmmm, well, let’s see, shall we?’

‘Are you OK for money? We’re a bit … well, you know it’s not easy with your dad, they keep changing his benefits. But I’ll pop something in the post for you, you can get yourself a new outfit for your first day!’

‘No, no, Mum, honestly. I’m fine. There’s actually a … dress code, I’m just wearing black, like I do at the bar! So I’ve got everything I need, save it. Take Dad out for a cup of tea and a cake or something.’

‘Oh, love, you are thoughtful. Me and your dad – we’re very proud of you, you know that.’ Sure.

‘I know you are, Mum.’ She is proud for both of them. Dad wouldn’t be proud of me if I appeared before him on TV in the middle of a Storage Wars marathon. I’m not entirely sure he would recognise me.

‘Anyway, love, better go. Got to get dinner on.’

‘It’s not 5 p.m. yet!’

‘You know we like to eat early. Anyway, you should go and celebrate! Go out for a drink with those girls you live with. And come home soon. We miss you!’

What can I say? ‘Love you, Mum. Love to Dad, too.’

I shouldn’t feel so low, after all this time. I should have known exactly what to expect. The cold is biting into my bones, and my knuckles ache. I ought to put my phone back in my pocket, and put my gloves back on, but I check my messages. Blue ticks indicate that Jen has listened to my squealing voice note, but she has yet to reply. That is even harder to bear. She’s probably busy. But I can only picture her sitting on a stool at the breakfast bar, watching her mum watching the kettle, staring into space.

Putting my phone back in my bag, I feel for my keys, and start the dull, grey, windy walk home. It’s a little like planning a military defence strategy, returning to my flat. The lock gets very stiff in the winter, so I need to approach it with a running start, lifting the heavy door in the frame to tessellate everything into place. However, if I make too much noise, Downstairs Colin will come out in his dressing gown to shout at me about how I need to stop going to the toilet in the night because the gurgling pipes wake him up. (I don’t. And I would wet the bed and sleep in it every night for the rest of my life if it meant I could avoid any and all interactions with Downstairs Colin.) Holding my breath and making a wish, I shoulder-barge the door and scurry up the stairs, sprinting and leaping up the squeaky steps.

I have a tiny bit of luck left. I appear to have the place to myself. The pile of post indicates that neither Gemma nor Emma is home yet.

I gather up the envelopes, wincing when I see a couple of brown ones with my name on. No. Not today, not when the world is working for me, for once. I know I’m broke, the bank knows I’m broke, the Visa people know I’m broke. We’re locked in this endless, pointless détente: they write, they call, they say ‘we’ve noticed you don’t have any money and we’d like to know what you’re planning to do about that’. I say ‘Well, nothing, because I don’t have any money.’ It’s like a Beckett play about administration. I don’t understand how something so dull gives me so many nightmares.

Holding my breath, rolling up on the balls of my feet, I enter the kitchen as though I’m taking to the stage in Covent Garden wearing satin slippers, rather than taking to the floor in grubby Converse, hoping to steal some toast. Yes! I see bread. Thick, white, carb cushions, hope and heat and home. Will there be butter? Gemma has some sort of terrible flax spread, bought ostensibly because she has high cholesterol, but almost certainly because it tastes so revolting that even I won’t nick it. Emma alternates. Three weeks out of four she’s on the tiny tubs of coconut and hemp and things that cost fourteen pounds from Whole Foods. But if she’s had a bad date or a worse hangover, she hits the hard stuff – super salty Lurpak Spreadable. And here it is, emblazoned with her name, Sharpie’d in letters two inches high, bedecked with black, cartoon daisies, as if she’s some sweet-natured, giving hippy child, and not the sort of woman who would burst into your bedroom without knocking and accuse you of nicking a spray of her Carolina Herrera. (Firstly, I like to think of myself as a sort of Marxist Robin Hood, stealing only according to my needs, taking from the rich and giving to the poor. The poor is me. Secondly, I would never intentionally smell of anything that comes out of a bottle shaped like a high heeled shoe.)

I’m halfway through my first slice, standing up, butter sliding off my chin, onto my coat lapels, moaning like a Catholic martyr in the throes of an ecstatic vision, when I hear footsteps. Shit. Shit shit shit. Have I got time to run to my room and lock the door? I am frozen to the spot, my treacherous toes curled tight and rooting me to the ground. Somewhere, David Attenborough is gently warning an invisible audience that my survival skills are insufficient, and that they should prepare for bloodshed.

Gemma or Emma? Gemma or Emma? Gemma is always absolutely horrible to everyone. Emma is occasionally nice to me. However, I’m pretty sure I’m eating her bread. She catches me just before I return her decorated butter tub to the safety of the fridge.

‘Imogen, hi … oh. You’re eating my food again.’

She’s not angry, she’s just disappointed. Although previous experience suggests that disappointment is the warm-up act for the headliner, a hair metal rage set.

I swallow too quickly to taste the toast. What a waste. ‘I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I’ll replace it. I just got in, and … yeah. Anyway, how are you? How was your day?’

Emma is briskly flicking through the pile of envelopes. She has never had cause to be frightened of her own post. ‘Fine, fine, the usual, really busy, brokers playing me up, lot of first time buyers at the moment. It’s amazing, you’d think that the banks being such cautious lenders would mean that demand really dropped off, especially now the minimum deposit is so much higher. You really need at least 20 per cent of the property price to get your mortgage approved.’

Whenever Emma tells me about her job, I feel a bit sick. Then I remember that she owns and rents out two flats in Birmingham, and she’s slumming it here, while she ‘saves up’ for
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