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Dedication

To the women who haven’t been believed,
 especially the ones who didn’t believe themselves.




Epigraph

Being so caught up,

So mastered by the brute blood of the air,

Did she put on his knowledge with his power

Before the indifferent beak could let her drop?

‘Leda and the Swan’ W. B. Yeats
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Summer 2017

When Rose opens her eyes, he has gone. The window is cracked open enough to invite a breeze, sunlight dancing in and out with the moving curtain. Her outfit is spread across the floor in all its parts: velvet flares folded into themselves in one corner, denim jacket crumpled in the other. The boots are neatly placed side by side underneath her desk as if by someone who didn’t want to make a mess. She is naked.

Picking her laptop off the floor, she decides to google him. In the last twenty-four hours, six new articles have been published. One is a round-up of his greatest ‘fashion hits’ that must have been recently updated because the first photo is from 2012. Another claims that he is considering adopting a cocker spaniel; sources say he will name it ‘Bobby’. And then there is one she has seen several versions of before that lists all the people he has dated since he was eighteen. She is familiar with most of the names on it because they’re either models or daughters of Hollywood actors.

Some of the articles have comments underneath them. ‘MARRY ME’ reads one. ‘Why has he cut his hair like that?’ adds another. ‘Sit on my face please, kind sir’ says a third – Rose reports this comment. She goes to Twitter next and opens the first account that comes up when she clicks on the search bar. It has 850,000 followers and there are two new tweets since Rose last checked. ‘Can’t believe I have finally met my husband’ reads one that appears to be a screengrab taken from someone’s Instagram account. He is standing in between two women who look like teenagers, poorly disguised in yellow-tinted sunglasses and a baseball cap. ‘He even offered to pay for our coffees’ the caption continues. ‘What a gem.’ The other tweet shows a photograph of him walking into a bakery: ‘I wish he was buying CROISSANTS for me!!’ It has been liked 5,531 times. There is no point looking at his own Twitter account because he doesn’t control it, so Rose scrolls through more accounts of the fans instead.

Finally, once her phone has enough battery to turn itself on, she opens Instagram. He has gained 3,235 followers overnight, bringing him up to 54.3 million in total. She swipes left, taps on his name and starts typing.




PART I




ONE

Still summer 2017

(but a little earlier than before)

The party started like all the others: strangers pretending to be best friends while looking over each other’s shoulders for someone more important to talk to. The music was too loud, the volume you’d expect at the end of a wedding. Some guests looked bored because they’d seen it all before. Others were new to the scene and had taken flight, energised by the possibility of sex with a celebrity and the opportunity to snort some of their cocaine.

Rose was by the door looking at her phone. It was normal for talent to be late. He was so late, though, that it made a point. About what exactly she wasn’t quite sure. But it rattled her. She had about fifteen minutes before Minnie came over to complain about how hot it was inside (even though the air conditioning was scratching at Rose’s throat), a sure sign she was stressed.

The person she was waiting for was Milo Jax. He was a musician, the kind with several Twitter accounts for each of his limbs. Even Luce knew who he was, which was remarkable considering the only music Rose had ever heard coming from her room was by Craig David. At thirty-three, Milo had already won countless awards, sold more than 10 million albums, and hosted SNL twice. His music divided critics – ‘charismatic bangers’ versus ‘tweeny-bopper pop’ – but had somehow transcended negative reviews; it was hard to spend a day out and about in London without hearing at least one of his songs playing somewhere. He was classically good-looking, possessing the kind of face that was both chiselled yet cherubic, topped by a mop of tangled dark curls, and pale eyes that looked blue in some photos and green in others, depending on the light. 

‘It’s outrageous that this is your job,’ said Luce, furiously googling photos of Milo on her phone while Rose was getting ready at home. ‘I had a sex dream about him when I was fourteen.’

‘Fourteen?’

‘Back when he was in his skinny jeans era. Best. Shag. Of. My. Life. Look at that jawline.’

Luce’s phone was inches away from Rose’s face; a small rectangle showing several close-up photos of Milo posing on red carpets. He did have a good jawline.

‘Pretty sharp,’ Rose replied, scraping out the dregs of Luce’s mascara, kneeling down in front of the floor-length mirror in her bedroom. It wasn’t that she didn’t find him attractive, it was more the expectation that she should find him so stupendously attractive that made it hard to know whether she really did or not. Like not fancying Milo Jax made you some sort of social leper so most people wouldn’t even consider the possibility.

‘What are you going to do with your hair?’ Luce asked, twirling her own thick blonde tresses through her fingers.

Rose stared back at herself, gathering thin, frizzy strands of hair together into a high ponytail before twisting them into a bun. She looked at Luce for confirmation.

‘I think you should wear it down. You never do that.’

‘It just looks so shit,’ Rose replied, releasing her grip, allowing her hair to flop back down into its default position that made her look like the love child of Brian May and Hermione Granger.

‘No, look. Like this.’ Luce ran her hands through Rose’s curls, scrunching sections up and letting them go so that they loosened. She reached for a shiny pink bottle, pumped twice into her hands and ran it through, smoothing the frizz. ‘There, now you don’t look like you’re hiding a spider in there,’ she said. ‘How nervous are you?’

‘I’m fine,’ she replied unconvincingly.

‘Don’t be nervous. I reckon he’s cool. You don’t become that successful by being a dick to everyone.’

Rose sighed and stared silently back at her reflection. ‘Can I borrow a dress?’ she asked.

Rose had emailed the invitation to Milo’s publicist on a whim. She knew he’d be in London that week for tour promo and figured it was worth a shot. Joss Bell was a large and loud New Yorker who had apparently once made Mick Jagger cry. A total stereotype of a music publicist, she usually had a cigarette in one hand while the other was reserved for wild gesticulations inches away from someone’s face. People had written articles under pseudonyms about what it was like to work for her; one was headlined ‘Stalin in stilettos’.

MJ will be there, Joss’s reply stated. Walk him down the red carpet. No interviews. JB.

Minnie was thrilled when Rose told her. ‘Well done, darling, I’m very proud of you,’ she cooed, swooping in from a meeting at The Wolseley, the familiar jangle of gold bangles signalling her arrival. 

The dress Luce had lent Rose was too small, leaving her in a constant state of tugging and wriggling whenever she moved more than an inch. It was discreet – black velvet with long sleeves – so in keeping with the dress code, but it also had an open back that scooped to the exact point where Luce had a tattoo of a butterfly, which had been done when they were at school together. Oliver would probably clock Rose’s bare back and ask who she was trying to fuck; thankfully, she hadn’t seen him yet.

Milo was now over an hour late. The photographers were either packing up their bags or looking around for the free sandwiches Rose had Ubered over from Pret. Joss hadn’t given Rose a phone number but assured her that Milo would call her when he was close.

Rose resented that her job constantly made her feel inferior. Not just to her boss and her boss’s boss because that, she reasoned, was how employment worked. But to hordes of people she didn’t know, like Milo, who were simultaneously treated like gods and children everywhere they went. It was an odd thing, having to genuflect at the altar of people who generally never did anything for themselves.

She once heard a famous comedian talking on a podcast about how funny it was that she could perform on stage in front of hundreds of people without getting nervous but had no clue how to put petrol in her car. The host admitted that he also did not know how to put petrol in his car. Both of them cackled as if this was something to be proud of, a stamp of societal superiority by dint of their own ineptitude.

Rose had little sympathy for celebrities, particularly ones like that. And so her job didn’t make much sense to anyone. Least of all her. Nonetheless, this was something she consistently felt compelled to rally against. She was in a perpetual state of trying to prove her depth to the people around her. The second you tell someone your job involves famous people and parties with open bars, they write you off as someone that knows who each of the Kardashians is sleeping with but probably couldn’t name the Foreign Secretary.

She checked her phone: no missed calls. Milo hadn’t posted anything on social media, either. The last photo on Instagram was a blurry one of him on stage from his last tour, holding a microphone in one hand with his other outstretched towards a sea of smartphones, like he was trying to knock them all down. There was no caption, which she always found smug.

It was at this point that she started to consider he might not show up. He’d be photographed on a hike with a mystery brunette in LA, drinking kombucha and everyone would realise he was never coming at all and how adorable it was of Rose to think she could pull this off. That would be the moment she’d be told to go back to work at the private members’ club. And the private members’ club wouldn’t take her back because she still couldn’t tell the difference between non-dairy milks.

It had been almost two years and Rose still wasn’t sure why Minnie had given her this job. She had applied because the members’ club paid terribly and the majority of customers were rude. At best, they’d ignore her completely, grumbling orders for spicy margaritas as if they were at a drive-thru. At worst, they’d click their fingers, threaten to have her fired because their food arrived differently to how they’d asked, or offer her money to spend the night with them. Rose knew she was conventionally attractive – olive skin, dark green eyes, relatively slim – but there was nothing remarkable about the way she looked. Luce was the one with the big lips and a Victoria’s Secret body she barely had to do anything to maintain. Luce had the exact right amount of beauty: enough to turn heads in a room but not so much that nobody took her seriously. This was not the case for Rose. Rose went straight up and down like an eight-year-old boy and did YouTube workouts titled ‘Booty Burn’.

Minnie was one of the only regulars at the club who remembered Rose’s name. One afternoon, she came in complaining that her publicity assistant had been caught stealing clothes from one of the magazine’s fashion cupboards. ‘I don’t understand how she thought she’d get away with it,’ Minnie sighed, tugging the olive out of her martini and popping it into her mouth. ‘She was posting photographs of herself in a missing Dolce dress on Instagram, for fuck’s sake. If you’re going to pinch something, at least be smart enough not to tell the entire internet about it.’ 

Rose laughed. ‘I guess there’s no point in stealing something like that and not showing it off, though,’ she replied.

‘Remind me where you went to university?’

‘Central Saint Martins.’

‘And what did you specialise in?’

‘Painting. Portraits, mostly.’

‘Can I see some of your stuff?’

Rose hadn’t so much as picked up her paintbrush since leaving CSM. Being surrounded by people for whom art was their entire personality had turned the thing she loved most into some sort of exclusive clique predicated on suffering and sacrifice. Blood was a new medium, masturbation was performance art. And if you thought otherwise, you were an outcast with no vision. All Rose wanted to do was paint faces.

‘My phone is in the back room,’ Rose replied.

‘Why didn’t you want to work in the art world?’

‘Because I’ve always wanted to serve overpriced drinks to overpaid people who treat me like their personal slave.’

Minnie laughed and the two of them spent the rest of the evening sharing stories about terrible people they’d both come across at work in between impassioned conversations about artists they both loved: Francis Bacon, Egon Schiele, Jenny Saville. ‘The ones that you can’t look at for too long without fear of convulsing,’ as Minnie put it.

Rose joined the company a week later. Arriving at Firehouse HQ was like walking onto the set of a film you’d watch for the tenth time when you’re drunk on a Saturday night. Buried in the depths of Mayfair, it was one of those enormous Regency buildings with pillars either side of the doors. Flashy enough to signify its significance, but subtle enough to pass as, say, a gallery, so as not to advertise the fact this was a place regularly frequented by the famous people whose faces fronted the magazine covers that lined each of its corridors. Firehouse published six titles in total, each appealing to a different demographic and with different circulation figures, though all were dropping annually thanks to a new thing called the internet. The most-read magazines were MODE and Intel, the company’s women’s and men’s titles, respectively. But there was also Veil, a bridal magazine, Shelf Life, which covered interiors, and Flight, which focused on travel. Then there was Hives & Dives, a society gardening magazine whose raison d’être was the upper classes and sexual innuendos. It only had about 500 monthly readers but they were furiously loyal, which everyone had to pretend had nothing to do with the fact they were all aristocratic landowners that went to Harrow with Jasper, Firehouse’s CEO and chairman. Despite the fact that Minnie was constantly trying to convince Jasper to drop the title, given its tiny readership (‘It basically costs us money to keep publishing it,’ she explained during Rose’s interview), he was adamant about keeping it. Hives & Dives was Rose’s favourite magazine to work on, mostly because it ran cover lines like: ‘Is it Wrong to Feel Turned On by a Gargoyle?’ and ‘How Not to Get Lost in Your Own Garden Maze’. Her favourite, though, was: ‘How to Maintain a Royal Bush’, which prompted a complaint from the Buckingham Palace press office.

As publicity assistant, Rose was responsible for collating monthly press releases for each of the titles. It was straightforward, tedious work that involved reading through each upcoming issue in detail, identifying the highlights, and coming up with a strategy to get other publications to write about them. Essentially, she was just reading through the celebrity interviews, picking out the most newsworthy quotes, and emailing them to showbiz editors so that they’d publish articles about them in their own publications. But this, as Minnie told her in her interview, was the ‘least interesting part’ of the job.

Working in the Firehouse press office was really only about one thing: the parties, except they were supposed to call them ‘events’. As print media continued to fall further out of fashion, the parties had become a financial lifeline for the company. They were the way the ‘commercial girls’, as Minnie referred to them, seduced luxury advertisers, convincing them that it was actually a very good idea to continue investing millions of pounds in a traditional media empire struggling to stay relevant in the digital world. It wasn’t that Firehouse was doing badly, per se – people were still reading the magazines religiously, and the circulation figures were decent compared to other publishers – but the threat of irrelevance was constantly looming, like an expired dairy product you’ve forgotten is tucked in the back corner of your fridge.

Rose often overheard people talking about Firehouse events in the members’ club: who was invited and who wasn’t, which editors were seen flirting with which guests, and who had to get carried out the back door by a security guard because they’d taken too much ketamine. But just a few weeks into the job, Rose discovered that, thanks to Minnie, the real stories stayed out of the tabloids. Like when a Hollywood actress suddenly refused to turn up to a jewellery party she was hosting for MODE unless she received £4,000 in cash that evening, presumably to buy drugs, so an intern had to walk it over to her suite at Claridge’s. Or when a major music legend in his sixties missed his cue to deliver a speech on stage at Intel’s 50th anniversary party because he was going down on an editor’s PA in the disabled toilets.

There were around two events each month. And the press team were in charge of making sure they were well-publicised, which meant ensuring they had high-profile guests and key journalists in attendance. The most important event in the calendar was always the annual Firehouse Awards, where MODE and Intel would come together to reward various people in film, fashion and music for, well, nothing in particular. There were categories like ‘Best Musician’ and ‘Actress of the Year’ to disguise the fact that the whole thing was basically one big branding exercise for Firehouse, its sponsors, and the people they invited. The award winners were seldom chosen for any reason other than they had already planned to be in London at the time.

When Rose felt her phone vibrate in her pocket, her heart started to twist into itself. The screen read: ‘NO CALLER ID’. Did people actually sell celebrity phone numbers? How much would you get for that on the black market?

‘Hello,’ she answered, her voice several pitches higher than normal.

‘Hi. It’s Milo, Joss gave me your number. Hope that’s okay.’

‘Of course, yes. Good evening, Milo. Are you here?’

He made a sound that resembled laughter. ‘Good evening,’ he replied. ‘I’m just about to arrive.’

‘Great, I’ll meet you by the car.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Rose.’

‘See you soon, Rose.’

Rose felt her cheeks burning as she hung up. Good evening? Why had she said good evening? She thought about what Milo might say to her when he arrived. There was the usual ‘Where’s the bathroom?’, ‘How long does this thing go on for?’ and ‘I really need to be sat next to this person and not that person so you need to make that happen.’ There were the equally common but more discreet requests, like ‘What kind of champagne are they serving? I only drink Dom Perignon’ and ‘How much trouble will I be in for snorting this at the table if I give you some first?’ And occasionally, there were just downright bizarre things, like the time Rose greeted a Hollywood actor and told him who he needed to thank in his speech and he kept asking why her dress looked so soft and could she send it to him later so he could take a nap on it. She managed to pass him off onto Minnie, who later told her that he was on magic mushrooms.

So far, all the celebrities Rose had expected to be lovely were monsters. And all the ones she’d expected to be monsters were lovely. With the exception of a few people, it was the ones on the precipice of fame with the biggest egos, wildest demands, and the flappiest publicists. The major stars didn’t seem bothered by any of it any more, perhaps because they didn’t need to be. It didn’t take long for Rose to realise that fame only means as much as someone tells you it does.

She headed outside to the red carpet to meet Milo, hands not moving from the bottom of her dress. The last thing she needed was a paparazzi photograph of him arriving with her M&S knickers in the background. A Mercedes-Benz with blacked-out windows pulled up and the air around her changed instantly. It was as if something had inhaled almost all of it. Rose put one hand on her chest and tried to take a deep breath.

The crowd of teenage girls who had been lurking behind the barriers on either side of the red carpet since 5 a.m. started shrieking, their limbs shaking wildly like caged animals. There were always fans waiting for celebrity arrivals outside Firehouse events. But they were usually a mix of ages and genders, reflecting the wide-ranging clientele that usually attended the parties. Tonight though, it was almost entirely young women and their mothers.

A bodyguard emerged, seemingly from nowhere, and opened the car door facing the start of the red carpet. A man was climbing out, the shrieks growing louder and banshee-like now. Rose resisted putting her hands over her ears and stood there, smiling. Black patent loafers emerged first, then a purple trouser leg, a purple suit jacket. And then there he was. Dark curls framed angular cheekbones, full lips perched beneath a small but sharp nose, and those impossibly light eyes that scanned the scene with familiarity and detachment. He was not of this world.

Milo stopped to chat to a few fans, smiling politely when they shoved screens in front of his face. Some of them were sobbing now, gasping for breath as they clutched their hands to their chests. Rose winced when she saw one of the older women reach out from behind the gates to touch his thigh. He lightly side-stepped and moved on to another row of fans. He was good at this, giving everyone equal attention, photographs and eye contact. It wasn’t just a routine he’d practised countless times. There was substance to it. He showed interest, an awareness that a single look or comment from him would metastasise into a life-affirming anecdote that would be retold and re-lived for years to come.

Eventually, he waved goodbye and blew some kisses to the crowd – ‘Impregnate me!’ shouted one alarmingly young voice – and started heading towards the entrance, his eyes scanning again. Rose edged towards him, feeling a thousand eyes on her. She waved at him tentatively but he didn’t see.

‘Hi, Milo,’ she said too quietly for him to hear. She cleared her throat. ‘Hi, Milo!’ she shouted, surprising herself.

‘Hello.’ His gaze found Rose. ‘Rose, I’m guessing?’

Hearing him say her name was unnerving. ‘Yes. Rose. Hi. Sorry for shouting.’

‘It’s important to get your voice heard. Nice to meet you.’ He leaned forward to kiss her on the cheek, placing his hand lightly on her arm. He smelled like the kind of lavender soap you’d buy in a French airport.

‘You too. How was the journey?’

‘The journey?’

Rose felt her throat clogging up again as she tried to work out from his tone of voice if he was making fun of her.

‘I mean, have you come far?’

‘I like your dress,’ he replied.

Rose became very aware of the feeling of the hot velvet rubbing against her skin. There was sweat slipping between her thighs as she walked. ‘Thanks, it’s my housemate’s. It’s actually a bit short.’ She tugged at it again. ‘I like your shoes.’

‘My shoes?’ he said, looking down, shrugging his shoulders at the least interesting part of his outfit.

‘Let’s get you to the red carpet,’ Rose replied, hurrying him inside.

She introduced Milo to the photographers. ‘Hey, mate!’ He smiled at them before getting into position in front of the step and repeat. He knew exactly what to do, posing obediently while jibing with the press, pandering to them while also maintaining that degree of separation that Rose figured was not only inevitable but necessary. Ignoring Joss’s instructions after the photos were done, Milo bounded up to a trio of male journalists.

‘Oh, I’m so sorry, Milo,’ said Rose, sidling next to him. She hated having to do this. ‘But Joss said no interviews.’

‘Of course, Rose,’ he said, smiling back at her. ‘Thank you for keeping me in line.’

She felt her face flush. It was hard to tell if he was flirting, or if this was just how he spoke to everyone. The latter was more likely, she reassured herself.

‘Who are you looking forward to meeting tonight, Milo?’ attempted one of the journalists, completely ignoring what Rose had just said.

Milo turned back to face him. ‘Sorry, guys. Next time!’ he chimed, swinging around on his heels to face the mass of twinkling bodies impatiently awaiting his arrival. Rose mouthed ‘sorry’ to the journalists, who stared blankly at her like she’d just punched them in the face.

‘So tell me …’ Milo said, walking strangely slowly beside Rose.

‘Tell you what?’

‘What’s your story?’

‘My story?’

‘Yes. Tell me about it.’

She laughed to hide her discomfort.

‘I don’t have one, I guess. Not yet, anyway.’

‘And why’s that?’

‘We’re not all global pop stars.’

‘No, we certainly aren’t.’

There was an awkward silence. Rose couldn’t think of anything to fill it so said nothing and pulled her dress down again.

‘Well, do you enjoy your job?’ he asked, shaking one hand through his hair, which fell neatly back into its original position.

‘It’s fine.’ She paused. ‘I mean, whenever I describe it to other people, they tell me how glamorous it sounds. And I can see how it would look like that. But most of the time I’m really just trying to stop people like you from telling the world about your weird foot fetish, or whatever.’

‘How did you know?!’

They both laughed.

‘I’m sorry Joss isn’t here, by the way. But I’ll be on hand for whatever you need.’

‘Oh, you’ll be on hand, will you?’

‘Sorry. I mean …’

He smiled. ‘I know what you mean. And I appreciate it, thank you. I’d much rather be here without Joss anyway, to be completely honest.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘It just means I can have a bit more fun.’

Rose’s cheeks flushed again and she felt an urge to end whatever conversation they were having. ‘I’m going to leave you here for a bit but I’ll come and find you after dinner to check in just in case they want any more photos of you with some of the other VIPs,’ she said.

‘VIPs. Ha,’ he scoffed, finding either the concept or the acronym hilarious. ‘Bye, Rose.’

‘Bye.’

The next few hours were intense. Minnie was stressed because Kate Moss had taken Sienna Miller’s seat so she could be next to Naomi Campbell, which meant Sienna Miller now had nowhere to sit. And Oliver was so occupied with attempting to seduce Cillian Murphy that he had forgotten to collect the key to the press room from security, which meant everyone they’d scheduled interviews for would now have to linger in the corridors until, according to Minnie, Oliver stopped ‘batting his eyelashes at straight men and did his goddamn job’. Oliver was convinced that half of Hollywood was secretly gay.

The corridor was small and journalists were now conducting interviews with A-list talent while squashed together like sweaty sardines. Occasionally, on nights like this, Rose would spot guests she was excited about seeing in the flesh: actors she’d loved since she was young, or, as Minnie had promised in her interview, artists she admired. On those nights, Rose would often try to find a way of getting face time with the talent somehow, either by offering to help their publicist on the night or simply listening in on the press interviews. She had only taken one photograph with a celebrity during her entire tenure at Firehouse, which was several less than Oliver, who was constantly posting photos with guests on his Instagram.

The one occasion when Rose couldn’t help herself was the night Cosima Ray came to one of Intel’s cocktail parties. Rose had studied Cosima’s paintings at school and tried desperately to emulate them at art college. At forty-nine, she was one of the few female artists that people outside the art world had heard of. Her paintings were grotesque, horrifying things that reminded Rose of Francis Bacon’s self-portraits. Except Cosima’s all featured women, either their faces or specific parts of their naked bodies. The brushstrokes were bold, brash and occasionally completely nonsensical. Her work was controversial, too, like the time she painted the naked bodies of women who’d just come out of rehabilitation centres for eating disorders.

Rose had asked Minnie if it would be okay to speak to Cosima before approaching her. ‘Don’t be silly. Of course. I’ll introduce you,’ she replied. Cosima smiled politely and listened as Rose tried – and failed – to articulate how much her work meant to her, managing just a few garbled platitudes before Minnie offered to take a photo of them together on Rose’s phone. It seemed like a more natural thing for Cosima to offer up; this was what most fans wanted and what most celebrities had become accustomed to giving. A photo was as easy as standing still and raising your cheeks. A conversation required effort. In the photo, Rose’s eyes looked blank, her smile strained. She deleted it right away.

Tonight, though, Rose wasn’t that fussed about anyone in attendance. Not unless you counted the ‘Its’. The Its – or ‘the tits’, as Oliver called them – were a group of six women identified by Minnie as the most influential in the media industry. Always pictured in the diary pages and regularly featuring on each other’s Instagram Stories, they boasted around 10 million followers between them across Instagram, Twitter and YouTube. One was a TV presenter who had written several bestselling books about self-care, another hosted one of the most popular podcasts in the country and had just launched her own line at Topshop, and a third had used her trust fund to launch a ludicrously successful fashion PR company (all of her clients were ‘family friends’).

It would be so easy to hate them, and a lot of people did, including the majority of Firehouse’s staff. But Rose admired them. To her, these women epitomised everything she wanted to be. Successful, confident and effortlessly gorgeous, they represented a new form of media based as much on their output as their personal brands. Products they posted about sold out, their books became bestsellers, and off-hand remarks spawned viral Twitter threads and daytime TV appearances. Rose envied them. On top of all their successes, these women were a tight-knit unit. Firm friends who looked out for one another, got drunk together, and regularly posted about each other’s various achievements.

Rose was always the one fighting to defend the Its in the office when everyone tried to reduce them to vapid socialites or, worse, vapid influencers. The latter had become an increasingly common insult flung their way. Once, Minnie sent out a press release about one of the Its, Celia Bamford, coming to a launch party of MODE’s new biannual homewares supplement, using it as leverage to ensure the attendance of London’s diary journalists. Celia had made a name for herself in fashion from a young age, having started a blog when she was sixteen. Now she was often seen in the front row at fashion weeks. Normally, the company didn’t send tips ahead of time but Celia had been paid by the homewares sponsor to show up, so it was a sure thing. At least, it was supposed to be. But Celia didn’t turn up. The diarists were furious, as was the sponsor, and Minnie had to graft to regain their trust. Later, everyone in the press team received an email from her publicist: 

Dear Minnie and team, we were hurt and disappointed to see CeCe referred to as an ‘influencer’ in your earlier press release. As you know, CeCe is a creator and writer. Very little of her income comes from sponsored posts on Instagram. We felt like this false representation of her work belittled her public persona, which is why she will not be attending any further events with you.

‘But she literally is an influencer,’ whined Oliver, hunched over Minnie’s shoulder, chewing on a Clif Bar. ‘Like, she has millions of followers, and makes money by selling things to them on social media. Her blog has been defunct since 2013. What’s she writing now besides Instagram captions?’

‘I know,’ Minnie sighed, quickly typing a polite apology in response.

‘I think there’s a feeling that calling yourself an influencer implies you’re a narcissist,’ said Rose. ‘You’re profiting off your looks, your house, your Anthropologie plates … it’s all about you and it’s bullshit. I guess they know that and deep down they’re embarrassed by it.’

‘Oh, come off it, Rose,’ Oliver scoffed, neatly folding the wrapper of his Clif Bar so it became a tiny triangle. ‘Why be embarrassed when that narcissism has literally turned you into a millionaire? We’d all do it if we could.’

All of the Its, bar CeCe, were in attendance that evening but had been huddled in the smoking area since dessert had come out. Rose walked past them on her way to the loo, inhaling wafts of Marlboro Light mixed in with Jo Malone. Marissa Miller was wearing a silk scarlet gown, with a strap just about clinging onto her shoulder. Polly Jenkins was wrapped in a leopard-print mini dress that she kept hoisting up over her breasts as she puffed furiously on a cigarette. They sat close together, one telling a story while the others opened their mouths and gasped in sync. Polly’s eyes met Rose for a split second; she whispered something to Marissa and they both burst into a fit of Machiavellian giggles. Rose told herself it was a coincidence and kept walking.

Back at the press room, which had now been opened thanks to Cillian Murphy introducing Oliver to his wife, things were just as manic. Minnie was on the phone asking why two Made in Chelsea stars had arrived. ‘I told you “no”,’ she said firmly, presumably to their renegade publicist. ‘I don’t care if they promise to go home after the red carpet!’

Meanwhile, Oliver was now negotiating with a British actor Rose vaguely recognised from a Lord of the Rings film. Evidently, he hadn’t done the red carpet and had just arrived to present the award to the best newcomer in film, which was going to a teenage girl who’d been cast in a Tarantino flick. ‘Look, I’m really sorry but we can’t get you from this room to the stage and off stage again without walking through some of the tables,’ Oliver explained. ‘It’s just the way the room is organised.’

The actor, who must have been in his early forties, made an actual huffing noise and replied in a voice that sounded satirically clipped: ‘Fine, but I must insist on having an escort then.’

Oliver sighed. ‘We’re all a little bit tied up back here but I promise no one will bother you.’

‘Well, you can’t guarantee that, can you? I’m calling my publicist.’

The actor stomped into the corridor, phone already to his ear. Oliver rolled his eyes and turned to face Rose. 

‘What do you want?’ he said with such severity it was more of a statement than a question.

‘Nothing, I’m just looking for Minnie to see if she needs help with the interviews.’

‘You’re just so bloody helpful, aren’t you?’ he said, squinting his eyes with disdain.

It was best to ignore him and focus on trying to find Minnie. Oliver had been fiercely competitive with Rose ever since she started at Firehouse. This was odd for a few reasons. The first was that he had been at the company for two years longer than her and had a more senior role. The second was that he was often given preferential treatment by the executives upstairs, who’d sometimes invite him to cover presentation meetings over Minnie. And the third was that at 6'5'' with a bone structure to rival Cindy Crawford’s, he looked like a Hollywood siren from the 1960s. Standing next to Rose should have been enough to boost his ego.

Even so, he was too obsessed with celebrities to be any good at his job, which was probably why he hadn’t ever been promoted. Rose suspected he blamed this on her. The fact that she was looking after Milo tonight would have pissed him off. Oliver loved to look after talent – but the rule was you only got to do that if you were the one to book them. Still, he was often requested personally by publicists. And if Minnie didn’t give in to a publicist’s requests, she would risk losing the talent altogether. Rose hardly ever got to work directly with celebrity guests; it was almost always Oliver.

‘It’s because I’m the best,’ he’d coo every time he was assigned someone.

‘Or it’s because you’re the only man in the press office,’ Minnie would reply with a heavy sigh.

‘Oh, I see,’ Oliver would say mockingly. ‘We’re spouting the age-old myth that gay men always get ahead, are we?’

Minnie would remind him that a penis is still a penis, at least to a certain circle of celebrity PRs who, in all likelihood, probably couldn’t ascertain Oliver’s sexuality from his email signature.

The only people Rose had walked down the red carpet were those Oliver had turned down, which so far, was just Arianna Huffington and Alan Sugar.

The party had been limping on for hours when Rose realised she hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast. This was entirely accidental and would often happen on event days. She ventured over to the makeshift office they’d set up in what looked like a giant cleaning cupboard and spotted the box of sandwiches they’d bought for the photographers; there was one tuna and cucumber left, squashed up into a cardboard corner. She sat down on a fold-up chair that had been placed up against the wall on its own, looking on as Oliver laughed nervously on the phone outside the door. 

‘I know, I know,’ he said in a far plummier accent than his own. ‘My assistant just screwed up the table arrangements, I’m so sorry.’ He paused. ‘Yes!’ he laughed. ‘Yes, she’s very young, you know how it is, Ruth.’

‘Rose! Where the fuck is Milo fucking Jax?’ boomed Liz from the corridor. Liz was the company’s events manager and one of the most terrifying people at Firehouse. With a head surrounded by vermilion curls and a voice that sounded like she’d smoked fifty cigarettes, she was the one who produced the parties from start to finish and on the nights themselves was often seen juggling clipboards, walkie-talkies, and various small bags of coloured powder she’d found in the bathrooms. She once fired an intern because they wore a backless top to the office.

Quickly brushing the crumbs off her dress, Rose stood up, leaving one half of her sandwich on the chair. ‘I’ll just go find him now, Liz.’ She asked, ‘What do you need him for?’

‘To make sure he’s going to the afterparty,’ Liz barked back. ‘If he goes, so will everyone else. It won’t look good for the brand if it’s just us and that daft Love Island girl there. Make sure he has a goody bag, so the sponsors don’t castrate me. Go.’

Despite trying to find Milo earlier for photos, Rose hadn’t seen him since he arrived. It was easy to disappear at parties like this: there were always secret areas Liz would corner off for celebrities of his calibre so they could have a moment of respite. Firehouse events were always private – but that didn’t stop various agents, publicists and plus-ones from bounding up to the most famous person in the room and asking if they’d record a video message for their sister’s daughter’s friend’s cousin.

The tables were mostly empty by now; everyone had filtered out into the bar, leaving behind jackets and dessert. One person – Rose couldn’t quite make out who – was slumped over a table, head buried in their arms. The woman next to them was talking very quickly, all dancing fingers and darting eyes, seemingly unaware that her friend could quite possibly be unconscious.

Rose went out to the smoking area, a small caged square that was the only private outdoor space at the venue. A selection of houseplants had been placed in the corner to make it look a little less like a prison cell, though it didn’t make much difference. It was easy to spot Milo; he was the kind of person you instantly noticed in every room because of how other people behaved around him.

Slumped against the wall, he was enclosed by a semicircle of three women. All of the women were talking animatedly, whether it was to each other or Milo wasn’t completely clear. But he wasn’t saying anything and, in all honesty, looked a little bored. His eyes widened when he clocked Rose and smiled, gesturing for her to come over. 

‘Ah! My blooming Rose,’ he said as she approached him.

The three women didn’t acknowledge Rose’s arrival and continued talking.

‘I think they’re keen to get you to the afterparty now,’ Rose said over them.

‘Who’s they?’

‘My boss.’

‘Will Rose get into trouble if I don’t come to the afterparty?’

‘Most likely,’ she replied.

‘Then it looks like we’re going to the afterparty.’ 

He said his goodbyes to each of the women, kissing them all on both cheeks.

‘I’ll email Joss on Monday about the boots!’ chirped one of them.

‘Great, thank you so much!’ Milo replied, giving her a thumbs-up as he walked away.

They left the building through the underground car park, where Liz had texted Rose that a car would be parked waiting for him. The lift down there was small and entirely airless, meaning Rose’s body was suddenly inches away from Milo’s.

‘Christ,’ he said, tugging at his shirt as he leaned into the corner of the lift.

‘Are you okay?’

‘Yeah. Just not great in small spaces.’

‘Ah, yeah. This lift breaks a lot.’

‘What?’ His eyes were wide with panic.

‘I’m kidding. Sorry.’ She flushed red, annoyed at herself for making such a terrible joke. ‘I’ve never actually been in this lift before.’

‘You had me there, Rose. I’m a gullible person.’

‘Here was me thinking you were someone who wouldn’t scare easy.’

‘And here’s me thinking you would.’

Rose felt nauseous at how effortless it was for him to flirt with her. She wasn’t sure if he actually meant anything by the comment, or if he just said it for the symmetry, but she was grateful when their interlude came to a sudden halt as the lift doors opened and they stepped out into the dark, underground car park.

Milo didn’t say anything and headed straight to the car door that was being held open for him by a chauffeur wearing an actual top hat. Rose realised that her time with one of the most famous pop stars in the world was coming to an end and wondered why she felt like she’d failed at something.

‘Okay, it was nice to meet you,’ she said. ‘Would you mind taking the goody bag out at the party? Just so the photographers get a shot with the sponsor’s logo.’

He nodded, taking the bag from her, his fingers brushing lightly against hers.

‘Anything for you, Rose.’

‘Have a lovely time this evening,’ said Rose, as he climbed into the car.

‘You’re not coming?’ he asked, buckling his seat belt with the door still open.

‘Erm. No.’

‘Well, that’s not much fun for you, is it?’

Rose smiled weakly. ‘Well, I wasn’t invited. And I’m working, remember?’ These were both lies: it was 11 p.m., her shift had officially finished. She could easily leave now. And any difficulty she’d have getting into the afterparty would be immediately diminished with Milo by her side.

He leaned out of the car, hand outstretched like a claw. ‘I thought your job tonight was to look after me.’ Looking at his dilated pupils, Rose figured he was a bit drunk. ‘You should come. These things are mostly full of people being idiots and saying obnoxious things about themselves. There’s sometimes free cheese, too. I think you’d find it funny.’

Not taking his hand, she took a step backwards. ‘What makes you think I’d find it funny?’

‘I have good instincts. And I think I know a bit about you.’

‘I’ll bet I know more about you.’

He smiled. ‘Are you getting in or not?’

There are some moments in life when a question isn’t really a question at all. And that’s because the answer has already been determined by greater and more powerful external forces. Those forces could be the social norms that require you to say ‘Oh, I love them!’ upon receiving a hideous pair of pink pyjamas for your birthday from a distant relative. Or the pressures that compel you to say ‘Go on then’ when the person you fancy offers you a free tequila shot in a club even though you hate tequila. In this instance, those forces were stronger than ever, because the person asking Rose to do something was Milo Jax. And when someone like Milo Jax asks anyone to do anything, there is only ever going to be one answer.




TWO

The seats in the car were heated. Rose slipped her hands underneath her thighs to warm more of her body, not realising until now how cold she’d been. Someone at the party must have demanded that the air-con be pumped up to full whack. The leather of the seat felt sticky on her back. Milo stared out of the window as they drove, both of them sitting in silence, listening to the gentle hum of Classic FM in the background, a song with violins. She took her phone out to text Minnie.

Milo en route to afterparty. He has the goody bag. Am I okay to clock off?

Yes, darling. Enjoy yourself, she replied. Minnie knew exactly where she was. She always knew everything.

Rose tried to think of something to ask Milo that wouldn’t sound too probing. In her head, she ran through various questions about the evening – ‘Did you have fun?’, ‘How was the food?’ and ‘Any good conversations?’ – but resolved that none of them were interesting enough. Milo had the most fascinating life out of anyone she’d ever met. She had to at least pretend to be fascinating too.

‘Are the seats always like this?’ she asked without thinking.

‘What’s that?’ Milo turned from the window to face her. His eyes looked lighter than they had earlier.

‘The heating, I mean. My seat is warm.’

Milo laughed.

‘Sorry. I’ll shut up,’ said Rose.

‘No, no. Please. Don’t stop. Tell me more about your warm arse.’

He was too good at this.

‘Did you have fun tonight?’ she asked in an attempt to normalise the atmosphere.

‘Not really,’ he sighed.

‘Why not?’

‘Did you have fun?’

‘I always find those sorts of things quite overwhelming.’

‘Well, I’d say the same.’

‘Why come at all then? I was surprised Joss said yes.’

‘Because she’s worried I’m turning into too much of a teenage – and these are her words not mine – “heart-throb” and wants to make sure there are still some adults that listen to my music so that people take me seriously.’

‘And coming to the Firehouse Awards will do that?’

‘You tell me.’

‘Are you asking if I take you seriously or not?’

‘I am.’

‘Yes, I mean, of course I do.’

‘Convincing, Rose.’

‘Well, what do you mean? Do I take you seriously as a musician, or a person?’

‘Is the answer different for each one?’

‘No, I mean, I don’t know. I don’t really know enough about your music to answer that. I’m sorry.’

He was smiling at her, enjoying watching her squirm. A part of her just wanted to lightly tap his arm and burst into a fit of schoolgirl giggles. The other part wanted to push a button so the seat beneath would eject her from the car and save her from embarrassing herself any further. Mostly, though, she just wanted to watch this entire interaction from above to check it was
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