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Aged fourteen, Rosie Mullender decided that her top five life goals were to work for Cosmopolitan magazine, have her name printed on a film poster, write a novel, buy a dog, and get married. Although she’s spent the last thirty years working through the list, she’s still not quite there yet. In her twenty years as a journalist, she’s worked on both ‘real-life’ weekly and glossy monthly magazines (including reviewing films at Cosmopolitan), and she currently works as a freelance writer. Now she’s finally ticked off number three, her next plan is to tackle the last two goals on the list. You can follow her @Mullies on Twitter to find out how it’s going.
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Chapter 1


‘Where are my Converse? And are you sitting on my bra? I know you’re pretty, but can you at least try to make yourself a bit more use than a candy floss bikini too, please?’ Jess pleaded.


Nate grinned at her lazily from her dishevelled bed and blew a handful of perfect smoke rings in Jess’s direction.


Despite investing enough in Marlboro Lights to buy a small house, Jess had never quite learned how to blow smoke rings, even though other people – irritating ones, like Nate – made it look easy. It was like those old magic eye pictures, which everyone had told Jess turned into fish or the Statue of Liberty if you stared at them for long enough, when they just looked like a mess of squiggles to her. ‘Stop showing off and help me, you monster!’


Sighing, Nate removed a muscular arm from behind his head, leaned over the edge of the bed, and looked underneath.


‘Here you go, Your Majesty,’ he said, propping his cigarette in the corner of his mouth and saluting as he handed Jess a battered pair of red sneakers with wonky red hearts drawn in Sharpie pen on the toes.


‘Thank you, Sir Butthead,’ Jess said, grabbing them from his hand and pecking him on the cheek.


‘Why don’t you come here and thank me properly?’ he said, grinning, as he wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her onto the bed, which made her squeal.


As Nate kissed her, Jess groaned, making their lips vibrate. She had such little willpower when it came to Nate’s love of early-morning, work-bothering shags. The sight of his perfectly toned lower half wrapped in the tiny, tatty towel she purposefully gave him to use whenever he stayed over made her melt. Which, in turn, made her feel like a terrible, horny cliché. Wasn’t she supposed to be attracted to men’s brains and stuff, rather than their bits?


Still, with that body, and his twenty-four-year-old enthusiasm for her relatively ancient, thirty-two-year-old arse, it was almost a shame she was going to have to give him up soon. They’d been dating for six weeks now – was it really that long? – and seeing the same guy for more than a month or so wasn’t in the spirit of the article she’d read in Bijou magazine on ‘Dating, New Yorker Style!’


Although Jess knew she’d never be a true Bijou girl, the idea of casually trying on a few different men for a while to see how well they fit, before swiftly moving on to pastures new, sounded like a lot of fun.


Of course, a Bijou girl wouldn’t live in a falling-apart flat the size of a postage stamp, fix her shonky IKEA coffee table with gaffer tape, and mostly eat dinner straight out of a saucepan using one of the bumper pack of plastic sporks she’d bought at a car boot fair. But still. A girl could dream, couldn’t she?


And although she wouldn’t know an eyebrow pencil if it bit her on the bum, the latest Bijou dating trend suited Jess down to the ground. Juggling two men at once meant the relationships were both strictly temporary and wouldn’t bring up any dreary conversations about ‘us’.


Jess was determined to stretch the fun of her twenties as far into her thirties as possible. While the thirty-somethings around her started caring what colour the hallway was painted, their parties gradually morphing from ‘house’ to ‘dinner’, Jess wanted to grab every opportunity for fun that was thrown her way.


No ties, no chores, no responsibilities.


Dating like a New Yorker suited her carefree blueprint down to a tee, which is why, as well as Nate, she was currently seeing Tom, a slightly nerdy but extremely tall and sexy bookbinder who shared her taste in films.


The perfect movie-night companion, he was happy to play the Big Spoon to Jess’s Little Spoon as they inhaled popcorn on the sofa together, even if he did spend far too much time trying to persuade her that old-person plans could actually be more fun than going out clubbing, as long as you bought the right snacks. Jess thought he was being ridiculous – when you went out clubbing, you had no idea what might happen to you, but the sofa was completely, boringly predictable. No one had ever woken up with a hangover, someone else’s shoes and a stranger in their bed after a night in.


She was having fun, but Jess knew she’d have to move on soon, before they – or, god forbid, she – got too attached. Jess hadn’t actually told either of the men she was dating about her New Yorker project, or that their relationships were strictly temporary. Both men had qualities that she’d miss once she’d worked out how to ease her way out of their relationships – but, still, they had to go.


I’ll definitely miss this, she thought, as Nate whispered his fingers tantalisingly up her leg. Jess started returning the favour, sliding her hand up the inside of his toned, tanned thigh and towards his …


‘Balls,’ she muttered, as her phone started beeping urgently from its spot on her bedside table. She’d already ignored her ‘time to leave for work’ alarm and her ‘no, really, get your arse in gear’ alarm, and this – her ‘oh-my-god-are-you-kidding?’ alarm – was her final warning.


‘I’ve got to go,’ she groaned, flicking the alarm off. ‘I can’t be late for work again, or Maggie will have my guts for garters, and I’ve got to take Alfie for a walk on my way.’


‘That’s such a strange expression,’ Nate mused. ‘Who would want to make a garter out of somebody’s guts?’


This was the sort of chat that passed for philosophy when you were in your early twenties. Jess strongly suspected Nate was the kind of man who wouldn’t hesitate to pull a guitar out at a party to ‘jam’, and would be oblivious to how weary everyone looked when he did it. Those abs, though …


‘It’s a threat from Tudor times,’ Jess said, as she plucked yesterday’s outfit up from her floordrobe and found her bra dangling off the bedroom doorknob. ‘When they used to disembowel people for doing stuff like stealing bread or trying to blow up parliament.’


Jess frowned as she realised she was regurgitating one of Tom’s facts, of which he seemingly had hundreds stashed in his brain.


‘At least turning a pile of free guts into garters is thrifty, I suppose,’ she added. ‘Waste not, want not, and whatnot. On which note, those fags cost sixty-five pence each, you know. You’re literally burning my money.’


Nate grinned, rolled over, and stubbed his cigarette out in the Foster’s ashtray on her bedside table.


Sniffing the armpits of her favourite maroon playsuit, Jess slipped it on. All her favourite outfits had already been flung into the washing basket once, and now she was onto Phase Two: fishing them back out and wringing one more (slightly musty) wear out of them before she was forced to go to the launderette.


‘Anyway,’ Jess added, scooping her bee pendant necklace up from the bedside table and carefully fastening it around her neck, ‘there will be no gut removal needed if I skip having a shower. I should just about make it in on time.’


‘No shower? It’s a good job you didn’t have a load of filthy sex last night then, innit?’ Nate grinned, leaning across the bed and squeezing Jess’s bum. She slapped his hand away.


‘I thought you were supposed to be a feminist?’ she said, adding a black leather belt to her playsuit, and pushing her bare feet into her Converse trainers. She’d noticed that even the most deconstructed men claimed to be feminists these days, hoping it would help get them laid. And, sadly, it often worked.


‘Feminists can be into bums too, you know,’ Nate said. ‘Votes for bums! Free bums for all! Et cetera.’


Jess laughed, despite herself. Picking up her handbag and phone, she read the text her best friend had sent her first thing.




Mel: What’s up, Buttercup? Got any gossip?





Mel texted Jess every single morning, without fail. It was their ‘thing’ – one of a hundred little habits only they knew about. They’d known each other since school, and as teenagers they’d delighted in their myriad in-jokes, as if they were the only friends on earth who spoke their own, private language.


On the surface, they seemed like chalk and cheese. Mel was quiet, thoughtful and moderate, while Jess was loud, impulsive and a big fan of Pot Noodles, and, as well as being different on the inside, they looked completely different, too. Mel was all angles and clavicles, set off beautifully by her sharply fringed bob, which was about five luscious shades of brown thanks to an expensive dye job. She wore large round glasses, which made her look a little like Miss Honey in Matilda. Meanwhile, Jess was a good five inches shorter and three sizes bigger than Mel, all curves and boobs, with a freckled nose. She never remembered to bring a hair elastic out with her to tame her wavy, red-brown hair, which she inevitably got annoyed with every few months and hacked with the kitchen scissors, and her preferred look was to wear what the barman at their local referred to as ‘grungy Avril Lavigne shite’.


Yet, despite their superficial differences, Mel and Jess had been best friends since their teens, were fiercely loyal, and fit together like two slightly wonky puzzle pieces that had been made especially for each other.


Jess pinged Mel a photo of Nate, who was lazily scratching the line of blond hair on his stomach that led to her favourite body part.




I’m currently trying not to shag Nate’s brains out so I can get to work on time. It’s not easy. Look at that jaw! You could use it to check your pictures are hanging straight


Mel: I mean yes, he’s quite easy on the eye, isn’t he? So what I think you should do is …


Mel: … GET TO BLOODY WORK!


OK! God, Grandma





‘I’m off,’ Jess told Nate as she threw her phone into her bag. ‘You can let yourself out, right? And don’t nick any of my food; I’m completely skint until payday. You can go to McDonald’s for breakfast if you’re hungry. You young people still eat McMuffins, right? Or is it all about the revolting protein shakes these days?’


‘We still eat McMuffins. Some of us even do it unironically. Sad that I’m not allowed to eat one of your mouldy, half-eaten jars of Dolmio or out-of-date Weetabix though,’ Nate said, sticking out his lower lip and pressing his palms to his cheeks, which were razor-sharp and sexily dusted with stubble. ‘How ever will I survive the winter?’


‘No need for sarcasm,’ Jess said, flicking his bare thigh with the strap of her bag. ‘And make sure you take all your stuff with you, too. I woke up to find one of your horrible shell necklaces digging me in the bum the other day. Until you stop buying your accessories from the Southend Shell Shack, you’ll have to learn how to tidy up after yourself.’


‘Meh meh meh meh meh,’ Nate said, in a squeaky parody of Jess’s voice. Seriously, what was she thinking shagging someone so young? She’d have to reread Bijou and check New Yorkers didn’t have a lower age-limit rule, determined by doubling his age and subtracting it from your IQ or whatever.


As she stepped out of the bedroom, Alfie leapt up from the spot where he was curled on the carpet in the hall next to the blobs of breakfast that had been flung out of his bowl, casualties of his usual enthusiasm, and started leaping up at her shins. He barked indignantly, clearly unhappy with being banished from the bedroom.


A small, fluffy white rescue dog, Alfie seemed to be a cross between a Maltese, a terrier and a tiny idiot, and Jess loved him as much as she loved any human. He usually slept next to her bed, so she could leave a hand poking out from under the duvet for him to lick if he got scared in the night. Unfortunately, he tended to assume gentleman callers were attacking her, and after he’d grabbed her ex’s wobbly man-bun with his teeth mid-act, she’d been forced to send him into the front room when anyone stayed over. Although, secretly, she’d agreed with Alfie’s oblique critique of her ex’s hairdo.


Clipping a lead to his collar, Jess slammed the door of her flat behind her. The pair skittered down the steps, crammed in a speedy walk around the block and a fast-walk to the Tube, Jess running down the escalator with Alfie in her arms before stepping onto a carriage heading for central London just as the carriage doors shut.


As she swayed along with the jerky movement of the train, holding onto the rail above her head with one hand and Alfie’s lead with the other, Jess promised herself, for the umpteenth time, to set a deadline for telling Tom and Nate it was over.


Nate would probably take it pretty well. One of the great things about Gen Z, apart from their youthful hotness, was that they seemed to take these things in their stride. It was like they had all the time in the world to find someone new to shag. Which, Jess supposed, they did.


Tom might be a bit trickier to deal with. His sexiness was less earthy than Nate’s, and largely based on how swoony she felt when he grabbed things for her on high shelves, and she’d learned over the past few weeks that he was quite sensitive. At the end of watching Marley & Me, when she’d turned around to wipe her tear-streaked face on his shirt, she’d discovered he was crying even harder than she was.


He was also the first man she’d ever met who thought nothing of replying to texts within a few minutes rather than a few days, which made her wonder if he might take a break-up badly.


Whatever, it had to be done – because the last thing Jess wanted was an actual boyfriend. Although Mel, happily coupled up as she was, regularly suggested that Jess might want to give a proper relationship a go, she had no intention of going there. As far as she could see, relationships mainly involved interminable conversations about bin day that no one had the answer to, and the phrase, ‘If you don’t know what’s wrong, I’m not going to tell you’.


Still, she’d definitely miss Nate’s abs and Tom’s Big Spoon Energy when she finally did the deed, and she wasn’t looking forward to the ‘it’s over’ conversations either. Maybe she could just pretend to have moved house? Or died?


As she emerged from the Tube, she noticed the usual queue outside the hipster café by Old Street station wasn’t there. Which probably wasn’t a great sign in terms of how late she was going to be for work after she’d taken Alfie to the patch of grass on Hoxton Square for his daily safety wee, but did present an opportunity to buy Jasmit a coffee by way of apology – after which she headed for Aevum House, the tall, shiny glass building that housed Real Talk! magazine, where she worked as a features writer.


Clutching her recycled cardboard tray of coffees in their recycled cups, she scooped Alfie up with her other hand and shouldered her way backwards through the heavy revolving doors and into the building.


A brand-new copy of Bijou magazine was lying on the table in reception, next to a bowl filled with sweets wrapped in dusty cellophane. Apparently, the type of people who visited Aevum House didn’t eat sugar.


Bijou, whose glossy offices were on the floor below Real Talk!’s, advertised itself as the bible ‘For women who know where they’re going!’


Jess stole one of the copies that Aevum’s receptionist, Ashleigh, carefully fanned out on the visitors’ table every single month. She might not have a clue where she was going – where was the fun in having life all mapped out in advance? – but she still read every issue from cover to cover. It was like a glimpse into another world.


She couldn’t imagine what it might feel like to be one of the uber-together girls who worked at Bijou, a laptop permanently balanced on a slender forearm as they swept to the top floor for meetings with the CEO, wearing pin-thin heels that never seemed to hurt their feet or get trapped in escalator slats.


When the lift doors opened on the fourth floor, it was like getting a glimpse into the magazine equivalent of Willy Wonka’s factory: everything seemed to be bathed in an ethereal glow. All the staff looked so perfect, and their hair was so shiny. Just like in Jess’s favourite movies when she was growing up, it seemed that in Bijou World, harried-looking women really did spend their days pushing rails of gorgeous clothes across a giant, light-filled office.


But instead of working towards a job at Bijou, like most of Real Talk! magazine’s senior writers before her, Jess had been happily ensconced in the same role for nine years. Her position slightly above the bottom rung of the ladder meant she got to pick all the juiciest stories, but without any of the hassle of having to sort things out when they went wrong. Which, thanks to the editor’s fondness for borderline-libellous headlines, often featuring the word ‘bonkathon’, they frequently did.


Behind the lurid splashes, Jess tried her best to capture the humanity of the people she interviewed and take the reader on a journey alongside them – even if her job wasn’t quite what she’d had in mind when she’d decided as a child that she wanted to be a writer.


It had been her dream ever since she’d seen her nan’s favourite film, All the President’s Men, for the first time. She was only eight, and the political intricacies of the Watergate scandal had gone completely over her head. But she’d insisted on watching it again the next day, and the next. After that, her favourite game was playing Being An Editor, which involved making fake newspaper front pages with headlines like, NANNY MAKES YUCKY DINNER AGAIN, and NEIGHBOUR’S DOG POOS IN GARDEN!!


Then she’d stomp around the front room, pressing the TV remote to her ear, yelling ‘STOP THE PRESS!’ at volumes that startled Alan, her nan’s cat, off the back of the sofa.


Later, as a teenager, she’d devoured films like How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days and Never Been Kissed, and decided her dream job was to be a writer on a glossy magazine. Instead of dressing in her cousins’ cast-off clothes, she’d throw outfits snaffled from the fashion cupboard into a simple and casual but stunning look, go undercover at a school/beauty pageant/whatever, to engineer some lighthearted high jinks, then write two pages of copy a month in exchange for an enormous sum of money.


She’d also live in a huge, but cosy, detached cottage that was somehow reachable via the Northern Line and always got snow at Christmas, à la Kate Winslet in The Holiday.


Unfortunately, she didn’t grow up to be much like the glamorous Adult Jess of her fantasies. She preferred the ease of a job where nobody expected you to know how to transform a look effortlessly from day to night, and she couldn’t reach too high and fall flat on her face. Instead of free designer clothes, the Real Talk! features desk’s biggest perk was the occasional visit from a disgraced former soap actor dressed as a peanut handing out free snacks.


Still, in her own small way, Jess felt like she’d made it. She might not be working in ‘serious’ journalism, but she felt a buzz knowing she was writing for a living. She had a National Union of Journalists membership card that she hadn’t made herself using a cut-up cereal box and some glittery felt-tip pens, which she kept in the see-through pocket of her wallet so people would see it when she paid for stuff, and hopefully ask what she did for a living. And her nan radiated pride whenever she talked about her granddaughter’s job, cutting out Jess’s Totally Hot Top Tips! page every single week, which was reward in itself.


So no, Jess’s life wasn’t shiny and effortless, like she’d just fallen out of the pages of Bijou, but whatever her younger self might think if she’d been able to glimpse the future, she was still having the time of her life.


Stealing a glance at Ashleigh – who was busy pouting at her phone, giving a double peace sign and meowing, which meant she was either on TikTok or having a nervous breakdown – Jess stuffed a handful of sweets in her pocket and swiped a copy of Bijou.


She spent her short journey in the lift to the fifth floor carefully peeling the PLEASE DO NOT REMOVE FROM RECEPTION!! sticker from the front, then flicked straight to the relationship pages and started boning up on sex tips.









Chapter 2


‘Did you know that a woman deserves her orgasm, and there are a hundred and one new ways she can get it?’ Jess asked Jasmit and Ian as she dumped her handbag among the piles of debris on her desk. ‘Apparently, one of them involves grabbing a mirror and getting to know your body inside and out, so next time you see him you can, “give him a geography lesson he’ll never forget”. So that’s nice.’


Jasmit, Real Talk!’s features editor, glanced up from her laptop and snorted, while Ian, the silent-but-deadly-delicious subeditor whose chief forms of communication were lifting weights and facial expressions, raised an eyebrow.


While Alfie made himself comfortable on the fluffy cushion under her desk, circling it three times before sitting down, Jess handed out the coffees; a double espresso for Jasmit – who’d decided her unborn twins ‘might as well get used to caffeine sooner rather than later’ – and an oat-milk latte for Ian, who, mysteriously, exercised for fun.


He kept a spare gym kit under his desk so he could run both to and from work, and his favourite mantras came straight from the walls of his local gym: ‘Pain is weakness leaving the body’, and ‘I find comfort in discomfort’. Jess’s motto, meanwhile, was: ‘You can never have too much cheese.’


She slid her own coffee – an iced vanilla latte – under a coaster that had ZERO FUCKS GIVEN written across it in neon pink, which had been a gift from Mel. When she’d received it, Jess had exclaimed, ‘That is precisely my number of fucks!’ and felt a warm glow at being so well understood.


Plonking herself into her chair, she adjusted it down then up again, in a doomed attempt to stop it slowly deflating throughout the day like a punctured bouncy castle. Across the way, she could see Jasmit frowning at her coffee, presumably wondering why it was already cold, and attacking the pink frosting on her second doughnut of the day. Since conceiving the twins, she’d transformed from a 6 a.m. SoulCycle devotee into someone who thought licking the icing off doughnuts before tossing them back into the box, naked and glistening, was perfectly reasonable.


‘You know that’s disgusting, right?’ Jess asked, as Jasmit tried, cross-eyed, to remove a blob of frosting from her nose with her tongue. ‘You’re aware of that right now, even as you do it?’


‘It’s allowed. I’m preggers,’ Jasmit said, which was her answer to everything these days. To be fair to her, she could get away with almost anything if she rubbed her stomach and looked sad, unless she was talking to Maggie, who claimed not to believe in babies.


‘You look like you’re practising for tip number thirty-five: Become a Cunning Linguist,’ Jess said now, as Jasmit swirled her tongue around the doughnut hole, tapping the article she was reading. It was titled, ‘101 Ways To Achieve Your WOOOOAH!’


‘I don’t know how those Bijou girls come up with this gold dust,’ she added. ‘I’ve heard plenty of euphemisms for “orgasm”, but “WOOOOAH” with four Os is a new one on me.’


‘People in glass houses, Jess … ’ Jasmit said darkly, tossing her doughnut back into the box. ‘You’re hardly about to win a Pulitzer for this now, are you?’


She waved a copy of that week’s issue of Real Talk! in the air. The main line on the cover screamed, ‘BUSTED BY OUR BURGER KING BONKATHON!’ The story was about a couple who’d gone on the run after trying to hold up a branch of Greggs, and got caught when they’d stopped off to have a quickie in the loos at Knutsford services.


Jess wasn’t even sure whether the loos at Knutsford services were anywhere near the Burger King, but, at Real Talk!, facts rarely stood in the way of an attention-grabbing headline.


‘You make a fair, but depressing, point,’ Jess conceded, bringing up the features list. ‘Although at least at Bijou they get press trips in exchange for coming up with their rubbish headlines. What do we get?’


‘I’ve been sent a bottle of head lice lotion and some Vagisil this morning, if you’re interested?’ Jasmit said.


Ian turned bright red and ducked his head below the top of his monitor.


Letting out a small sigh, Jess scrolled through the features list. Real Talk! offered its readers eighty tissue-thin pages filled with ‘real-life’ stories every week; a litany of human highs, lows and rock-bottoms, punctuated by the occasional funny story about a hamster. Each week, the cover was plastered with neon-bright headlines that screamed about murder, love rats and betrayal.


The printers worked a couple of months in advance, so mid-August meant the magazine’s small team was busy pulling together October’s Halloween Spooktacular bumper issue. Which, in a nutshell, meant Terrence the art director would add cartoon cobwebs to the cover, and all the stories on the features list would have a spooky theme shoehorned into them.


Tradition dictated that at least one feature in each Spooktacular issue would be headlined, ‘Halloween House of Horrors!’ in a melting green font. Last year, it was about a guy dressed as a mummy who’d been caught shagging his sister-in-law (who was dressed as a sexy cat) by his wife (also a sexy cat).


This year’s story was about a woman who’d somehow managed to glue her eyelid shut while applying spooky false nails to complete her Halloween costume (yes, you guessed it: sexy cat).


Flicking through her options, Jess considered each story as it scrolled past. Even though she loved animals and leapt at any chance to talk at length with owners about their pets, she’d generously let Rachel, the magazine’s junior-writer-slash-web-editor, nab that week’s ‘Crazy Critters’ story.


Rachel tended to cry even more than her interviewees if she was given anything gruesome, romantic or tragic to write, so Jess had taken pity on her and let her have ‘My Haunted Pussy From HELL’, which was about a cat who’d behaved a bit oddly in the run-up to Halloween, causing its hysterical owner to get a priest in to exorcise it. (It turned out to have swallowed some Lego.)


Jess took her time browsing through the rest of the list, looking for something juicy to write about.


‘My Night of Lust with Willy Wonky’ was about a woman who’d snapped her boyfriend’s penis during sex when he was dressed up as an Oompa Loompa. ‘Doctor! I’ve Got a Freaky Frozen Fanny!’ featured a girl who’d stopped to do a wee on her way home from a party and got frostbite somewhere delicate. Jess really wasn’t in the mood to discuss a bloke’s banjo string or lady’s labia before lunchtime in case it put her off her Boots Meal Deal, so she was left with the issue’s main cover story: ‘Hands Off My Halloween HUNK!’


It was a classic age-gap love story – the kind of thing Real Talk!’s readers lapped up and was the magazine’s bread and butter. Donna, a reader in her fifties, had met a younger man called Alejandro in Tenerife the year before. She’d been quickly seduced, and, a few months after returning from holiday, he’d followed her to England, moved into her tiny flat in Hackney, and promptly proposed.


Jess’s heart sank. She’d written dozens of stories like this one in the past, and they all ended the same way: with the man in question buggering off with his new wife’s life savings. She could already imagine Donna claiming her man was ‘different to all the others’, firm in her belief that he was the key to a new and exciting life, when all she was being sold was a lie.


Perhaps this one really will be different, Jess thought, crossing her fingers without much hope.


She’d soon find out, anyway. As Donna lived in London, Jess would go to her house to interview her in person, rather than over the phone. Seeing people face to face always made them more open, and Jess always got her best stories that way. Firing off an email to see if Donna and Alejandro might be available that afternoon, she pulled the story summary up on her iPad and headed for Maggie’s office.


Although she was a genius editor, Jess’s boss made Meryl Streep in The Devil Wears Prada look about as threatening as an egg and cress sandwich with the crusts cut off. Talking to her was a bit like having a smear test – an unavoidable but thoroughly unpleasant experience that made your shoulders shoot up around your ears.


Knocking gently, Jess peered around Maggie’s office door.


‘What?’ she barked, not looking up from the Sun.


‘I just wanted to know what angle you had in mind for the Donna Wilson story,’ Jess said.


‘Donna Wilson?’ Maggie snapped, finally looking up and somehow managing to look disappointed without changing her expression. ‘Oh, you mean the Halloween Heifer?’


Jess’s eyes widened. ‘Umm … I guess? Although … do we need to call her that? She’s really not that big … ’


Maggie referred to all the stories in the magazine by a quick shorthand, and insisted the rest of the office did the same. Unfortunately, they were usually less than flattering to their subjects, despite Jess’s attempts to steer Maggie towards less evil nicknames.


‘Come on, Jess, she’s a size fourteen if she’s a pound,’ Maggie said. ‘That kind of dress size looks just about OK on you because you’ve got huge tits, but most women can’t pull it off.’


‘Right. Good to know,’ Jess said, her cheeks turning pink. It was just like Maggie to be able to determine someone’s dress size at a glance, and to deem size fourteen unacceptably elephantine. Looking down at her playsuit, Jess wished she’d worn her favourite baggy jeans and vintage T-shirt combo instead.


‘OK, let me think about this,’ Maggie said thoughtfully, tapping her teeth with a biro. ‘She’s fifty-two, as well as wobbly. By all accounts, this Alejandro is a babe, which means the engagement is definitely a scam.’


Tapping at her iPad screen, Jess brought up a selfie of Donna and Alejandro, which they’d emailed to the features desk. Even though the photo was a bit out of focus, Jess could see Donna looked friendly and kind, with one of those rare faces that radiates optimism. It reminded her of that Roald Dahl quote from George’s Marvellous Medicine – or was it The Twits? – about good thoughts shining out of your face like sunbeams, and making you look lovely.


‘We could do a bit of digging, bust him now, and get the love-rat exclusive to shift some extra copies of the Halloween issue,’ Maggie pondered. ‘Or we could stick with the age-gap romance angle, keep tabs on her, then do a follow-up later, when it all goes tits-up. Two stories for the price of one. What do you think?’


‘Sure,’ Jess mumbled. This was definitely not the kind of story she enjoyed writing, but it was part and parcel of the job. She’d learned long ago that complaining too loudly simply led to Maggie pulling the story and challenging Jess to replace it with something better, usually with only a day or two to spare.


‘I like the headline “Hands Off My Halloween HUNK!”,’ Maggie mused. ‘I thought we could dress them up – something funny. Like, he could be a sexy Dracula or topless Frankenstein, and she could be … an egg.’


‘An egg? What, like a scary one?’


‘You know what I mean,’ Maggie said impatiently, drumming her fingers on the desk. ‘Just something unflattering, to emphasise that he’s a sexpot, while she’s this dowdy, puddingy type of person. I’ll leave you to deal with the details. Just make sure you make a big deal of how in love they are, so we can milk it when it all goes kablooey.’


‘Kablooey?’ Jess echoed, her cheeks burning.


‘Yep, that’s the one,’ Maggie said briskly, pointedly picking up her newspaper and putting her feet back on the desk. ‘Now, stop looking like I’ve asked you to put down a fucking puppy and shoo.’









Chapter 3


Jess left Maggie’s office, daring to close the door with a single middle finger, before dropping her iPad with a loud sigh onto the teetering pile of old newspapers she really needed to get around to throwing out. Despite the fact it was only about ten feet from her desk, the recycling bin always felt so far away …


‘Ian, do you fancy chucking these out for me?’ Jess asked, slumping into her chair. ‘It’ll give your … glutes? … a lovely workout.’


‘Nope,’ Ian said, as Rachel finally arrived for work, late as always.


‘Morning, darlings,’ she said warmly, quacking her hand like a duck in the general direction of everyone. Jess assumed this was the latest posh-person way of waving hello. Maybe someone on Harley Street had announced that it preserves the collagen in your fingers.


‘Morning, princess,’ Jess waved back, turning to her laptop and pulling up her emails.


‘Look, Jess, Rachel’s here!’ Jasmit gasped, with sarcastic delight. ‘You might know her from such shows as Who Needs To Be At Work On Time? and Junior Writers Need Their Beauty Sleep.’


Rachel let out a long-suffering sigh, as if having her lateness pointed out was a terrible inconvenience, and sat daintily at her desk, blinking slowly at the papers scattered across it like it was her first day on the job.


Jess rolled her eyes and picked up her mobile phone as it lit up, telling her BRIAN DO NOT ANSWER!!! was calling. She grimaced. Partly due to the purchase of a pair of side-splittingly hilarious cushions printed with cats that looked like David Bowie, but mostly thanks to her in-ability to resist buying Alfie anything she thought his tiny heart might desire, Jess currently owed her landlord two months’ rent.


She felt bad about it, but pushed away the guilty thoughts by reminding herself how grossly rich Brian must be. She was a skint writer living in the modern equivalent of a grotty poet’s garret, while he was a property owner. He was obviously rolling in money – perhaps literally, for all Jess knew, diving into a pool full of it, like Scrooge McDuck. While Jess really couldn’t afford to go overdrawn yet again, it wouldn’t cause Brian any real problems to wait for his money a little bit longer, would it? Pay day was just around the corner, after all, and she could pay what she owed him then. Well, some of it, at least.


Hitting the reject button, Jess quickly turned her phone face down on her desk and pretended to feel totally chill about the whole situation, instead of a bit sick.


Turning to her email, she saw she’d already had a reply from Donna Wilson.




Subject: RE: Your story


From: Donna Wilson


To: Jess Janus


Hi Jess were here from 1 p.m. for the interview if u wanna cum over? And we luv dogs! Alfie is v. welcome.





As always, Jess tailored her reply to match the interviewee’s writing style. It helped them warm to her, even before they’d met.




Subject: RE: Your story


From: Jess Janus


To: Donna Wilson


Hi Donna great! C U at lunchtime. xx





It was one of the first tricks Maggie had taught her when she’d arrived at the magazine as a fresh-faced young hack.


‘If you go to their house and they offer you a fag, you take it, even if your grandad died of emphysema,’ Maggie had lectured every trembling new writer. ‘If they’re drinking Special Brew at eleven a.m., you join in. Anything to get them onside and spilling their guts out. Just don’t come crying to me about lung cancer or liver disease. I’ve got full indemnity, and lawyers with all the scruples of a politician during a pandemic.’


‘It was exactly like All the President’s Men!’ she’d lied to her nan after her first day of work.


After spending a pleasant morning replying to a slew of emails from PRs telling her about the latest super-mops and vinegar-based cleaning tips, Jess beckoned Alfie out from underneath her desk, where he was nibbling at a chew-toy that was clutched between his paws. ‘Right,’ she said, slapping her thighs. ‘I’m off to grab some lunch then interview Donna Wilson, aka the Halloween Heifer.’


‘Christ, is that what Maggie’s calling her?’ Jasmit muttered, shaking her head as Jess tugged her jacket from the back of her chair.


‘Well, be reasonable, Jas, she is a size fourteen. It’s a miracle anyone that huge can get through normal-sized doors, let alone find an actual man.’


Before she’d even reached Donna’s front door, Jess had guessed which one belonged to her. Her flat was housed in a 1960s block – the kind of concrete tower that had a covered walkway on each floor with plain wooden doors leading off it, most of which were painted with a thin layer of flaking maroon paint.


Donna’s door, meanwhile, was a bright, fresh, glossy yellow, with a little window set into it and a tiny flowery curtain hanging inside. Her doormat was pink, with ‘Live, Laugh, Love’ written on it in a dangerously curly red font.


Inside the front living-room window, below the scalloped edge of a pristine patterned net curtain, was a line of faded gnomes, one of whom was pulling down a pair of moss-green trousers and mooning at passers-by.


Pressing the doorbell, Jess smiled as she heard a tinny rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’ playing inside the flat. The little curtain was pulled back, and a nervous-looking face peered through the window.


‘Hi Donna, it’s only me. Jess, from the magazine.’


‘Oh lovely!’ Donna said, her voice muffled through the glass. Swinging the door open, she beamed delightedly, like Jess was a dear and long-lost friend. She had curly, fluffy blonde hair, blue eyes, and a plump face with the smooth skin of someone a decade younger, apart from a cluster of well-used laughter lines around each eye.


‘Is it someone’s birthday?’ Jess asked, gesturing at the doorbell.


‘No, no! That’s just my musical doorbell,’ Donna laughed. ‘It plays all sorts. Thirty different tunes. See?’ Leaning around the door frame, she pressed the bell with a frosted-pink painted fingernail, setting off a brave rendition of Greensleeves.


‘Nice,’ Jess nodded, approvingly.


‘Come in, come in,’ Donna said, waving Jess through the door. ‘Alejandro is just getting dressed, but he’ll be out in a mo.’


‘This is Alfie, Donna. Alfie, meet Donna. And be nice to her, OK?’


Alfie wagged his tail as Donna bent down to meet him, her face lighting up as he attempted to lick her left and right hands simultaneously.


‘Oh, isn’t he sweet?’ Donna exclaimed delightedly, letting Alfie sniff her hand to check she was friend not foe before stroking him.


‘I bought us something to drink, Donna, I hope you don’t mind,’ Jess said, shutting the front door behind her and waving the black carrier bag she was clutching. ‘Although I’m afraid it’s just bog-standard Chateauneuf-du-Offie,’ she added, pulling out a slightly dusty bottle of white wine. She’d grabbed it from the local corner shop and wouldn’t have been surprised if it had been lurking on the shelves since the 1990s.


Offering up free alcohol to encourage interviewees to spill the beans was another of Maggie’s expert tips, even though it sometimes meant Jess’s notes became slightly wobbly by the end of an interview. One time, after chatting to a woman with a wine club subscription, the last three pages of her notebook had been filled solely with wobbly outlines of her hands, drawn in blue biro.


‘Oh, not for me love, thank you all the same,’ Donna said, examining the label. ‘I only drink on high days and holidays. Alejandro will join you though, I’m sure. He loves a tipple. Here, let me put that in the fridge for a sec to cool it off. It’s so bloody hot! Chafing bras and rubbing thighs will be the death of me, I swear. Make yourself at home,’ she added, ushering Jess towards the living room.


The front room was small and dark, thanks to the gnomes blocking much of the light coming in via the front window. But it was cheerfully decorated, with multi-coloured fairy lights draped over a set of old-fashioned mahogany shelves, which were littered with mis-matched ornaments.


Peering at the cluster of random objects, Jess smiled to herself. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to Donna’s collection of loved objects. A brown ceramic splodge that was attempting to be a squirrel sat on its hind legs next to a porcelain-headed Pierrot doll in a dusty white silk costume.


A green glass vase held some orange and yellow plastic roses, and a picture frame decorated with tiny seashells had a Polaroid photo of Donna and Alejandro Blu-Tacked to the front of the glass.


They were sitting opposite each other at a small round table, the sky behind them bright blue, and a huge goldfish-bowl glass of a green, pond-like drink between them. It was festooned with umbrellas, slices of fruit and cocktail sticks decorated with bits of tinsel, and on the paper panel at the bottom of the photograph, someone had written ‘Donna + Alejandro 4 Eva!!!’, the dot above the J a tiny heart.


‘Handsome, isn’t he?’ Donna said behind Jess, making her jump. ‘I couldn’t believe it when he made a move. I think I’m the luckiest woman alive. Or in Hackney, at any rate.’ Donna let out her generous laugh. ‘Here, let me take your jacket.’


An exercise-bike-come-coat-rack was parked in front of the TV, a couple of handbags and an umbrella dangling off the handlebars. Donna took Jess’s jacket from her arms and added it to the pile of clothes draped over the seat.


Jess wondered what Alejandro had made of Donna’s flat when he’d arrived here from Spain. It didn’t quite live up to the image he might have gleaned from the London of Richard Curtis films; a fantastical land where booksellers can afford to live in enormous Notting Hill flats, and the Prime Minister is an absolute babe.


‘I reckon I’ve only done about two miles on this bloody thing,’ Donna said, patting the exercise bike. ‘I told myself I could get fit while watching Loose Women, but it turns out I enjoy it a lot more with a cuppa and a Jammie Dodger. Shocking, eh?’ She laughed. ‘But Instagram can be very persuasive when it wants to be, can’t it?’


Jess thought about the two Bowie cat cushions decorating her sofa, their furry faces bisected by red zig-zags, and nodded in solidarity. ‘I can’t say I blame you – it’s like having a personal shopper who can read your mind. I don’t care if it reads my emails, I love the algorithm.’


Donna chuckled and gestured for Jess to take a seat on her small, two-seater sofa, which was upholstered in a dingy flowery print that was so ancient, it had passed straight through ‘vintage’ and was fast approaching ‘antique’. Alfie ducked into the small space underneath it, shuffled in a circle, and poked his head out, giving Jess’s ankle a reassuring lick.


‘Oh look, here he is!’ Donna beamed, as a young man in his mid-twenties came into the front room. He was tanned and wiry, with curly black hair, bright brown eyes and muscular arms. Jess loved a good arm – when Nate held her, she could almost feel herself melting, like the heroine on the cover of a Mills & Boon novel – and she could certainly see what Donna saw in Alejandro. But she still cringed slightly as he swept Donna into his arms and kissed her wetly on the lips.


‘Mi amor!’ he said breathily. ‘This is the journalist who will be giving us money to speak of our love, yes?’


‘Yes, love, this is Jess. Do you want biscuits? I’ve got some Party Rings in the cupboard.’


Jess nodded. It would be good to get a bit of alone time with Alejandro before the interview, to try to suss him out. ‘I’ll get you two some wine, and put on the kettle then,’ Donna said brightly.


‘Would you mind getting Alfie some water too, please?’ Jess asked, pulling a collapsible dog bowl from her bag.


‘Of course,’ Donna said, wiggling her fingers at Alfie and shuffling back into the kitchen.


‘Do you mind if I start?’ Jess asked Alejandro, pulling out her notebook and phone, which she set on the small coffee table in front of the sofa. He nodded, squeezing next to Jess. He was wearing the same kind of tapered, spray-on jeans Ian enjoyed wearing, and which Jess had never quite understood. Surely they just crushed men’s balls into peanuts?


The denim strained across Alejandro’s muscular thighs, then stopped abruptly above his ankles, which ended in a pair of bright white trainers. They looked brand new, and Jess wondered if Donna had paid for them. Shaking her head, she reminded herself to give the couple the benefit of the doubt before jumping to mean conclusions, and pulled on a smile.


‘So how did you meet Donna, Alejandro?’ she asked, switching on the recorder on her phone. ‘Can you tell me what happened? Describe the big moment.’


‘You can call me Al,’ he said, grinning, and showing off a row of very white teeth. ‘I met Donna on the beach. She was sunbathing and reading a book. She looked strong, intelligent. A big woman, with a big beautiful body. And I thought straight away that here was a woman I could fall for, you know?’


‘Weren’t you worried about the age gap?’ Jess asked.


‘Not at all,’ Alejandro said, shaking his head firmly. ‘An older woman has the beauty of wisdom. She is … especial. And knows how to treat a man.’


‘Fair enough. That sounds pretty cool. And what happened when you got chatting? What do you have in common?’


‘I asked about her home here in England, and about her work. She is a … personal assistant?’ Jess nodded. ‘I pictured her booking flights for wealthy businessman, nice lunches, things like this, you know? But no, she works in small office. Her boss can’t get his own Greggs sandwich. He is simply what you people call a “lazy bastard”.’ Alejandro burst into laughter.


‘Ah, OK. I see, yes,’ Jess said, shifting in her seat. ‘Anything else? Do you have any similar interests?’


‘Before I answer your question, Jess, I think I have a question for you.’


‘Go on … ’


‘Where is it that you live? Here in London?’


‘Yes, East London. Not too far from here, really.’


‘And do you live in a house, not a flat? You are a journalist and must earn good money, I think.’


‘Well, a flat. And not really. I mean—’


‘And tell me, Jess. Are you single?’


‘Technically, but … ’


‘Ah. I see. That is interesting to hear. This is a country of very many beautiful women.’ Alejandro leaned over, looking Jess in the eye, and squeezed her knee. She assumed it was supposed to be seductive, but shivers of revulsion rippled all the way up her leg. ‘They have all the curves that a red-blooded man looks for. Like Donna, and like you, yes?’ Alejandro added, moving his hand higher up Jess’s bare leg and squeezing again.


‘Well, that’s not really the point, is it? I’m here to talk about Donna,’ Jess said stiffly, plucking his hand off her thigh. She nervously adjusted her phone on the table. ‘And um, when was it … when was it that you realised you were in love with her?’


‘I think I realise when I find out she lives in London,’ Alejandro said, then roared with laughter. ‘The women here are all independent, they can work. And to me you seem like an independent lady also, Jess. Only … and I have to tell you this, Jess … much more attractive.’


Alejandro leaned over and put his hand back on her thigh. ‘And you seem like a prick,’ Jess hissed, slapping his hand away and standing up. From beneath the sofa, Alfie let out a low growl and peered out nervously, his eyes flicking between them.


Alejandro frowned. ‘I’m not familiar with this word.’


‘You’re uno bellendo, OK mate?’ Jess said, shaking. ‘Keep your horrible greasy paws off me.’


‘Here we go, I’ve brought you two some wine and biccies, and a cuppa for me,’ Donna said, suddenly appearing in the doorway with a tray in her hands. ‘Shift your phone, love, and I’ll put these things down and grab Alfie’s water. Do you want to bring over another chair, Alejandro? Is everything OK?’ she added, seeing Jess standing, pink-faced and panting, by the sofa.


‘I just … suddenly need the loo,’ she muttered, glaring at Alejandro as he stood up and pulled a chair out from underneath a small round table in the corner of the living room.


‘I understand. The heat plays hell with my bowels,’ Donna said happily.


Alejandro looked Jess in the eye and smiled at her mildly, as if groping young women when your fiancée was next door making the tea was just par for the course for a Thursday afternoon.


Spinning his chair around, he sat on it with his legs spread as far as they’d go, his arms resting loosely on the back.


‘Oh god, really?’ Jess muttered. It was like he’d been reading How To Be A Total A-Hole For Dummies.


‘The bathroom’s just on the left as you come in,’ Donna said, smiling. ‘Help yourself. I’ll keep an eye on Alfie for you.’


Scurrying into the bathroom and away from Alejandro’s creepy stare, Jess leaned on the small sink, splashing her face with water from the limescale-stained tap, and taking some deep, calming breaths. Her hands were shaking, and her stomach was rolling.


It hadn’t taken long for her to find out that Alejandro was, as suspected, an enormous, scamming douchebag. And it wasn’t the first time one of her interviewees had crossed the line so fast that they risked a nasty case of whiplash. But, in this case, she wasn’t sure what to do next. Usually, she would just pull herself together and move on. But there was something different about Donna. She was … well, so nice.


The people she interviewed usually fell into two camps: those who told their stories for money, and those who wanted to share their lives, for better or worse, and inspire other people. And while Alejandro might have giant pound signs in his eyes, Donna believed she’d found her happy ending, and wanted to share the good news with women like her, who might be worried it would never happen for them.


Telling Donna that her fiancé was a cheating scumbag would be the right thing to do, but it would almost certainly cause the feature to implode. Maggie would be furious if Jess let her conscience get in the way of a good story, and she’d definitely be left to find a new story to fill the missing pages on her own.


In short, being honest might help Donna in the long run, but it would cause Jess a world of pain. And it was hardly her fault if Donna couldn’t see Alejandro for the ratbag he was, was it? She was a grown woman. She was old enough to make her own choices, and her own mistakes. It wasn’t Jess’s job to stop her from making them, was it?


No, Jess told herself. It was probably best all round if she just carried on with the interview, keeping a safe distance from Alejandro’s hairy hands.


Swiping her face dry with the back of her hand, Jess took a deep breath, told the knot of guilt gnawing at her stomach to do one, thank-you-very-much, and pushed open the bathroom door.
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