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How we got here
By Lucy



International Relations lecture, Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand, August 2018


LUCY: so i’ve had an idea that i want you and liv to start with me
as a TRIO


LIV: EPIC TRIO


LUCY: a blog called Stuff You Should Care About
for people who don’t have time to figure out the things that they should care about
so we write little pieces so they don’t have to go and search for it themselves


RUBY: OMG
I would LOVE


LUCY: do you think we’d be able to call it ‘shit you should care about?’
like with a swear word?
coz that’s edgy


LIV: Yes!!


LUCY: like I’m just sitting in my lecture buzzing . . . we can write in our own styles or whatever and have to answer to NO ONE


LIV: This could be so cool OMG


LUCY: it’s so OPEN and you can write about ANYTHING that you should care about


LIV: yes i LOVE that


RUBY: Would actually be so cool
I already have an idea
When and where
For meeting


LUCY: what you up to today / this arvo
/ tonight
bring notebooks
and ideas





The worst question you get asked when you’re about to graduate from university isn’t about how big your student loan is or whether you’ve got a boyfriend yet, it’s ‘what are you going to do next?’


If you don’t have an answer, you laugh awkwardly in the way someone does when they haven’t quite heard a question, and say something like, ‘Oh, not sure; my job probably doesn’t exist yet!’


Frightened at the prospect of a real world in which, as lecturers loved to remind us, there was no money in what I wanted to do (journalism), I genuinely didn’t feel like I had answers to give. But the response to this question felt bigger than that. There was no money or certainty in anything, so I figured, if I wanted some sort of career in the only industry I was remotely interested in, I might as well try and do something. This thought process might tell you a little bit about my nature: specifically that I’m incredibly susceptible to reverse psychology, so if you tell me that something’s not possible, I’ll likely try to prove you wrong. So, as you do when you’re a naive and overconfident 21-year-old, I set out with my best friends to build something entirely new.


Everyone loves an origin story. They want to know how the hell we went from three girls in a small town in a little pocket of the world to running one of the most prominent Gen Z media platforms around. The answer lies where all our angst does: the internet.


Then, they want to hear about success and how to get it. Are there secrets and magic formulas to recreate it? Do you ever feel like you really have it? That part is not so straightforward because the internet doesn’t let young women simply have success. It makes us second-guess ourselves, always showing someone else doing something smarter. More noble. With better legs. That makes you question whether you deserve the success. Whether you want it. Whether you can handle all those faceless DMs and hot takes and competitive click-baiting.


But I’m getting ahead of myself.


Shit You Should Care About (SYSCA for short) started in that International Relations lecture in 2018, where I sent those offhand texts to my two best friends: Ruby, the eternal love of my life and the only one who can handle working in the chaos I create; and Liv, always lost in a painting, a song or a car park. The three of us had followed each other out of our small town and into the city: Wellington, in this case. There we were spending our late teens and early twenties (and an obscene amount of money) getting degrees in Media and International Relations that none of us were sure we wanted, and that no one was sure we’ d use.


We went with the mantra ‘Cs Get Degrees’ (which none of us stuck to because we’ d always been overachievers) until I found myself struggling to keep up with the unnecessarily boring reading and articles we had to get through week after week for class. Here I was, three years into a degree where I was literally studying power, social movements, and how the media affects the two, yet somehow, I felt less informed or inspired to learn about the world than ever before. Why weren’t people talking in words we actually knew and used? Why did I feel stupid for not knowing phrases like ‘hegemonic discourse’? Where was the colour? Where was the fun? There must be a better way to make sense of all of this, I thought over and over again as I lugged those textbooks up four storeys to my tutorial each week. In hindsight, it seems audacious to think the three of us would be the people who would find this ‘better way.’ But when you’re a young woman in your twenties, sometimes audacity1 is all you have – just one of the powerful forces that, we would go on to learn, would be constantly underestimated.


This was 2018, when Instagram was mostly used for saturated brunch photos and the crying face emoji wasn’t cringe yet. Blogging was a dead or at least dying art, but we decided to start a blog anyway. SYSCA became a WordPress site where we wrote three posts a week about whatever we thought people should, as the name suggests, care about. Abortion laws in Texas, bullying culture on The Bachelor, how to beat procrastination – it was a mixed bag from day one. Like literally every publisher to ever exist, we quickly realised that you could write the best shit in the world (it definitely wasn’t), but if it didn’t have an audience, the impact was like the proverbial tree falling in the woods: no one heard it. I wouldn’t consider us a ‘publisher’ until we’ d been working on SYSCA for about three years, but I guess we always thought like one.


What we did next didn’t seem groundbreaking at the time, although everyone seems to say it was, except tech gurus on stage at digital trends summits. We started repurposing our content and posting where we knew everyone was hanging out: Instagram. Maybe it was a wild idea to use a photo-sharing app for words, but SYSCA felt like a welcome disruption to the influencers peddling waist trainers and former high-school classmates sliding into our DMs with a ‘Hey, hun!’ and an attempt to recruit us into the latest insane multi-level marketing scheme. We knew there had to be a better way of using this platform. A selfie of a bunch of A-listers wasn’t going to change the world, but it could become the most-liked tweet of all time. What if we took an ounce of this attention away from the people who’d always had it and tried to do something meaningful with it? Without realising it, we developed what we could have paid an advertising agency $100,000 for: a strategy. That December, we reached 1,000 followers. Midway through 2019, we had 20,000, and by the end of that year, we had 61,000. It took me years to appreciate that the skill of seeing a story and knowing exactly where and how it should be presented was a result of going moderately viral as a teenager with my One Direction fan account – now I thank God for all those ‘wasted’ hours (more on that later.)


Then 2020 hit. We were locked inside, living through a global pandemic, an insurrection in the United States and Britney being freed. We were expected to be productive and get fit and bake bread and get over our exes while simultaneously going easy on ourselves, taking baths, doing face masks and not being cynical about celebrities singing ‘Imagine’ down the barrel of their cameras. Everyone was desperate for information but needed it in the simplest (and least depressing) form possible, because we were all experiencing the most giant, confronting, humbling and vulnerable thing at the same time. The antidote to the hell on our screens felt like it was hiding in plain sight: what if we made the news as human as it could be? If we were all going to be posting right through this weird and fucked-up time, we might as well try and make that meaningful.


In lieu of living a normal life, I started spending all my time reading, writing, understanding, explaining and sharing what was going on in the world. We called the published content ‘no bullshit daily updates’ because that’s exactly what they were. At the same time, Ruby decided we needed a media kit in case our platform accidentally grew big enough to become a business, so she taught herself how to write one of those. Liv designed all the content in the hours between her lectures, which she was now attending via something called Zoom. We weren’t a traditional news site that could rely on revenue from banner ads, nor were we influencers who were getting paid to show their PR spoils; we didn’t know what we were, just that we were doing a 24/7 job completely for free. We did it because we loved it.


As the pandemic burned on, so did the pressure on celebrities to show an awareness of the world around them. Remarkably, they started coming to us for their news: three young women in New Zealand, curating and sharing digestible takes on what to care about. (It’s important for me to note here that we never strayed from our intention in those initial text messages to make our content very open. Yes, we were sharing a lot of news, but we were also sharing a healthy amount of Harry Styles and reality TV content as well – we’re nothing if not human!) I’d ring the girls from my childhood bedroom freaking out that we were on Ariana Grande or Billie Eilish’s Instagram story or that Madonna or Joe Rogan had just followed us. Whatever we were doing was working, and by June 2020, we’ d reached a million followers. By June the year after, that number had tripled. It was more than any other news site in New Zealand, rivalling some of the largest publishers in the world.


Some people made babies during those lockdowns. We were on our bedroom floors making new media. In 2020, we launched our first podcast, ‘The Shit Show’, having raised the money to buy a podcast microphone by selling tote bags online. We taught ourselves how to produce and edit and record and host – skills our media lecturers weren’t teaching us, at a time when social media wasn’t even on the curriculum.


As our stats grew to unfathomable heights, I became more and more grateful for a decision we’ d made in our very first ‘meeting’ at the coffee shop below my flat: that we would keep ourselves out of it as much as we could. SYSCA was not was about what we looked like or what we wore; by design, when people found us, it was because of our minds and not our faces. There’s that audacity again.


Social media had a particularly terrible rebrand in 2020. Fake news engulfed people’s feeds and infiltrated politics more than we thought possible. Algorithms divided us. Shadowbanning (muting social media users from sites without them knowing) was happening more frequently, but was always denied by the major platforms. It was a mess. In a bid to escape the algorithmic hell we were so embedded in, we launched our daily newsletter as something we could own. In its infancy, this daily email (which cutely became referred to as ‘The Newsy’) was delivered to inboxes each day to round up, unpack and connect the dots of all the things going on in the world. But The Newsy quickly took on a life of its own. We started to introduce our audience to smart and funny people we’ d met along the way; people who knew a lot about something or a little about everything, people who were just as obsessed with things as us.


This is where Bel comes in. We met in the shared office SYSCA had grown into and immediately bonded over our love for words and our addictive work and pop-culture tendencies. Most days, we’ d collide at the front door at 9am, coffee in hand, both having been up since 5am Zooming or pitching or working on something, as we put one dream down (writing) to chase another one (paying the bills). One Thursday afternoon in the car park outside our local pub, I asked Bel what she’d been up to, and she said something I’ll never forget, with a glint in her eyes, ‘I’ve had the most terrible time lately. But you know the best thing that came out of it? Meeting people like you. You help me come alive again. You help me phoenix.’


And so Bel joined the SYSCA universe. We turned that word, ‘phoenixing’, into one of her first columns (aptly named ‘Bel Chimes In’), and the scope of our work grew from not only helping explain the shit people should care about externally, but also what was going on inside of them. Bel taught readers new words for things that we all felt but didn’t know how to describe, explored how not to rob ourselves of joy and how to move through loneliness, and examined how our internal lives are intrinsically bound up with the way the world works around us, both online and offline. Her words started to generate a kind of reverb in our community we’ d never seen before. We knew we’ d hit a nerve.


So that’s how we got here.


This is not a coffee-table book of memes, news infographics or social media hacks that will date the second the ink dries on the page. Cringe. It is about the world and how we make sense of being in it at a time when the internet is making us, breaking us and changing everything as we know it at such an impossible speed. It’s a collage of anecdotes, essays, poems, scripts and exchanges that capture the wisdom and experience we’ve collected by being alive and online, curious, ambitious, broken and put back together again.


We wrote this book because social media is ephemeral, and, like our attention spans, it will wax and wane and potentially even disappear at some stage. We don’t have master’s degrees in literature – we’ll leave the refined art of that to the experts. But at a time when everything feels like it’s whooshing away in an endless scroll, we want people to be able to hold the answers (or questions) about what to do with all their big feelings in their hands. Because there’s so much shit in the world, so much to make sense of, so much to be afraid of and so much to feel anxious about. We hope this becomes one small, tangible thing to touch, and read, and love and refer back to in the moments when you’re not so sure. Moments when you might even need a bit of that audacity:


Auckland, New Zealand, September 2022


BEL: Big moment. Bout to go snip ties with my romantic endeavour so I can come home and write this book.


LUCY: good luck and you have everything you need already in you <3


Words to live by.


 


_________________


1 Audacity: The naive ambition championed particularly by young women alive with the feeling that their ideas are worth listening to.
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How I make my money is not the way I die


What work is, what it
can be and what it’s not.






Is this what I’m going to have to do for the rest of my life?
By Lucy and Bel



When has it ever been normal to carry your work in your pocket? Or to be logged into 17 different platforms you have to mute each time you step out of the office for a gasp of life? Will my job be replaced by a piece of code? When did we decide it was OK for work to leak so much into everything outside of it that we can’t tell where one ends and the other begins?


Is work a thing we do, or is it the thing we do? Being so privy to the realities of others’ lives now has pressed us up against an existential question older generations perhaps didn’t have to ask: why should work take up so much of our lives?


Rich coming from us, we know. From the outside, you might see two young women laughing over their laptops at a café as though they’re one post away from a million-dollar deal (not the case) and having too much fun. But, as always, with work and life, there’s the messy reality. And when you run a business that presents as so successful on the surface, everyone always thinks ‘she has it all’. And then, on top of that – ‘how does she do it?’


Short answer: obsession. Not with the 9–5s or meetings that could have been emails, but with whatever we were creating, sometimes on the side from our day jobs. Up late. Up early. Lit by the blue light from our phones and screens, writing and making and believing something would come from all this extra time and effort that no one could see. For a long time, the work we loved doing started after the hours of the work we had to be doing. And then, when what we loved collided with how we made a living, we were faced with a new type of danger. Because, like the internet, this work has no end. It’s limitless in its possibilities and the ways it can consume you. And it’s so easy to let it.


We both entered the media during the exact period when news feeds were no longer run by formal media institutions; anyone with a computer could suddenly become a ‘creator’, watched by thousands from their bedroom floors, and anyone with a keyboard could write, armed with self-proclaimed expertise on the most nuanced and political subjects. We landed (or, in Lucy’s case, created) jobs we couldn’t explain to our parents (or, let’s be honest, sometimes even to ourselves) using apps that didn’t exist when we were studying the industry we now work in, and started producing content that reached more people than New Zealand’s largest news broadcaster. There were no rules for any of this, only the ones we set ourselves. Because work is one of the few things there are no dupes for – there’s no cheap alternative. No easy way out. But, dear God, there has to be a way through.






I owe it all to One Direction
By Lucy



The final night of the Oceania leg of One Direction’s ‘Up All Night’ tour, 22 April 2012, a random bar in Wellington, New Zealand


Harry Styles and Niall Horan are less than a metre away, only a wall of glass keeping us apart. Ruby and I are trying as hard as we can to seem chill and not like the ‘knicker-wetting banshees’ men in the media keep calling One Direction fans, but when security guards force us to part with our life-size cutouts of the boys’ faces, I sense that chill is the last thing we’re coming across as. The boys are both waving, and I hope they notice our meticulously selected concert outfits, hand-picked with the legitimate hope that one of the band might spot us from the stage and invite us back to the hotel that we’ d been shrieking outside mere hours earlier. We’re trying to seem 25, but the fact that we’re shivering outside a bar in Wellington at 1am; not old enough to drink anything stronger than a shandy, even if we were invited inside, is an embarrassing reminder that we’re only 15. As is the presence of Ruby’s mum, who’s standing a few feet away, chaperoning the whole encounter.


The rest of the band is up at the bar getting drinks, except Zayn, who’s noticeably missing, but that’s okay because he’s neither of our faves. Harry waves his flashlight over us and, as he turns around to join his friends, I stress about how the videos on my iPod Touch are never going to do justice to this interaction. After an hour or so, we have to leave to make our early-morning ferry back, and we reluctantly depart. On the journey home, I comb through my grainy footage, upload it to my social media accounts, type up the interaction in the way I think will get the most notes on Tumblr, and wonder if this will be one of those moments that go on to change a person’s life. Feels that way.


We didn’t end up outside that bar by chance. The moment had been years in the making, after my simple crush on a British boy-band spiralled out of control and onto Twitter. Sixty-thousand followers later, when One Direction was in New Zealand for the first time, someone who followed me and knew I was at the show tipped me off about where the band were heading afterwards. The Wellington incident went on to become ‘famous’ in a niche area of the internet, and thanks to what I learnt during that intense time of crushing, you could say I went on to become ‘famous’ in a niche area of the internet, too.


Young girls aren’t allowed to be interested in things. If you’re into pop music, you’re basic. If you’re into the stuff your dad used to play, you’re a tryhard. If you’re into makeup, you’re wasting your time and money and told that ‘natural girls’ are hotter anyway. And if you like sports, you’re a ‘pick me’ girl. As a way of proving to ourselves or to the hobby police that our interests are worthwhile, we feel like we have to make them productive. If reading is our hobby, we join book clubs and annotate our pages to ‘get more out of it.’ If we play an instrument, we wonder if we should be recording our music and uploading it somewhere in the hopes of getting our ‘big break’, picturing those early clips as the intro to the documentary that someone will inevitably make about us. For me, crushing was no different. A schoolyard crush has always increased my attendance in class. A work crush usually leads to a better (or at least wittier) performance at the office or a brighter smile towards a customer. A crush on a boyband? Well, that’s how SYSCA came to exist.


Everything I learnt about being a person online, I learnt at the University of One Direction. I enrolled in 2010 and graduated in 2014, thanks to the five hot tutors who encouraged me to show up to class. The band were coming up at the same time social media was exploding, and they were encouraged to be everywhere, so I, the student, needed to learn how to be everywhere too. In YouTube 101, I was introduced to ‘vlog’-style content by way of the chaotic video diaries the band uploaded weekly alongside their X Factor performances. My assignment was to log onto YouTube, admire, synthesise, download and then chop up the best bits of these videos to use in my other classes. In Twitter 101, I learnt what it took to make the clips go viral, as well as the function of a hashtag and how to make one trend, and in Tumblr 101, I turned those clips into GIFsets.


In Photoshop 101, I learnt how to make a ‘manip’ (a manipulated photo where you’d insert a picture of yourself next to your favourite band member), and in Media Literacy 101, I was tested on how well I could spot the ‘real’ photos from the ‘manips.’ Live Streaming 101 was held on Twitcam, where I’d stay up until some ungodly hour to join 7,000 other fans watching a combination of bandmates sit in their lounge doing mundane teenage boy things. Here, I mastered techniques like transcribing, screengrabbing and annotating, but most importantly, I learnt how to be the first person to upload an ‘update’ or an ‘iconic’ moment to the internet. In a fandom, timing and speed were everything.


Every time the boys were up for an award, I had bonus Community Management classes to figure out what strategy would rally people together and get the votes we needed. Timetabling across time zones, writing and sharing petitions, raising awareness for a cause we believed in – it was all there. My favourite class, Editing 101, was held on Wattpad, where I learnt what self-published work looked like, but, more importantly, that if I wanted to write something, I could just go for it. The exams for this class entailed reading the most terribly written fanfiction known to fankind, and editing the grammar as I went.


I graduated top of my class because although the study was self-directed, it was the most passionate I’d ever been about a subject. I’d earned my degree in cross-platform crushing, but out in the real world, I may as well have majored in embarrassment and minored in shame. I’d been doing all of this in secret, for the same pride-protecting reason you keep your childhood crush close to your chest, and there was no way I was confident enough to put the years of experience I had in editing, community management, photoshopping, social media – any of it – to use in the ‘real’ world. I had treated crushing as a full-time job, and I was quickly realising it would never become one.


Each July, while he was in high school, my brother Nick would host his friends for sleepovers in the lounge so they could stay up all night and watch the Tour de France. They bought magazines with different riders posing on the covers and their favourite team’s lycra (literally merch), and for that whole month, cycling was all we talked about. I sat through TV highlights and replays, learnt the names of all their favourite and least favourite riders, and I thought this tradition of theirs was the coolest thing ever. When Ruby and I would have our own sleepovers to watch the premiere of a new One Direction music video or when I’d order copies of a magazine from the UK so that I could have the one with Louis Tomlinson’s face on it, that was juvenile, embarrassing and a waste of money. Nick started working in a bike shop as a mechanic, and I often thought about how cool it was that he could turn his hobby into a job. He’d roll into work after school and talk openly about upcoming races, dreamt of going to France to follow the Tour around one day (groupie behaviour), and it wasn’t outlandish for him to imagine that he’d be able to have some sort of career in this field. When I realised that the same wouldn’t be possible for me and my hobby, I deleted everything I’d built online. I left the communities I was a part of to go and do the complete opposite: I went to university and studied politics.


I went through the motions. I passed my exams, memorised facts instead of understanding them, and I was bored. All. The. Time. I felt unengaged with what was happening in the world and disconnected from the spaces where I had once felt so inspired. There was nothing that made me feel crazy or obsessive or psycho or cringe – all the things that I was supposed to be embarrassed by, but that made me thrive. I needed something new to crush on.


During my hiatus from online crushing, the mood online was shifting. From being cringe to crush, it was now cool to crush, and being a fan became an important tool for social change. Back when I was obsessed with One Direction, my activism didn’t stretch far beyond getting justice for Louis’ solo in ‘Over Again’, but now online communities were sabotaging the rallies of unfavourable politicians, raising millions of dollars for causes they believed in and taking over prejudiced hashtags with homemade edits. The world, which may have always been aware of the purchasing power and cultural impact of fandoms, seemed to be starting to respect the hustle it took to create that impact. I wanted to be part of it again.


Starting SYSCA was like meeting up with my old friend, the internet. As soon as I started searching, synthesising and posting, I felt old muscles begin to re-engage, and realised they were from my years of hard crushing. There were tangible things I could do for SYSCA, like building a website or writing for the internet, but more important were my intangible skills. Like being able to tell which clip from a video would go viral, which quote would work best as a tweet, where the people we wanted to engage with were hanging out online, or how to get a group of people to care about a common idea. SYSCA was new, but my love for building community online wasn’t, so from the beginning, our new platform paid homage to our fandom roots by blending the news with our latest crushes (notably, Harry Styles). This was strategic: we wanted our audience (largely young women) to feel comfortable being interested both in serious things like the news, and frivolous things like boybands. It was also fuelled a little bit by spite: I wanted to reclaim the interests that I’d once felt so ashamed of, and make a business out of them.


People had opinions about this. Of course they did; everyone has an opinion on the internet. The key is to know whose you should listen to. For example, you should not listen to the ex-manager of a ‘famous’ influencer who decides to DM you something like this:


Hi girls.


Have loved seeing your platform grow and I am loving the Harry content. We all do.


I wanted to give a piece of advice – I’ve been at this for a while now and I wish someone had been so honest with me when I started out.


The news cycle is really heavy at the moment and you’re doing a great job at reporting it, but the Harry stuff seems a little light and fluffy in amongst it all.


Maybe you could isolate the Harry content to a ‘Harry hour’ of sorts and we’ll know when to expect it . . . just so the messaging doesn’t feel so disjointed? Then we can still get involved with the ‘shit we should care about’!


Something to think about as you continue to grow and influence.


This was a nice gesture from a man who didn’t realise that he could simply scroll on or had never known the feeling of being a fangirl. Luckily, one thing I’ve never doubted is my gut instinct, so I replied:


Thanks so much! This is something we’ve thought about and as much as we agree on some parts, we never want to lose our human aspect or have any of our content controlled by other people! Thanks so much for checking in and if people think that because we post harry styles then all our other news is irrelevant then I think that’s on them. We don’t wanna put ourselves into any boxes! <3 <3


When our strategy worked, the years I’d felt like I’d wasted suddenly felt valuable. The skills I’d assumed only pertained to the singular experience of being a fan were suddenly being transferred over to work that people respected. The validation came through the people who started following us, including leaders in the media industry who wanted to replicate what we were doing, but mostly from the fellow fans who could see themselves and their skills in what we were building.


Ten years after we stood shivering outside that bar in Wellington, Harry Styles’ sister Gemma DM’d me and asked me to come on her podcast. I spent an appropriate amount of time freaking out over what 15-year-old Lucy would have thought (probably something cringe and of its time, like ‘Jesus take the wheel!’) before considering what she would have liked to hear. She would’ve wanted to know that spending her teenage years crushing on a boyband wouldn’t turn out to be a waste of time and that she learned more practical skills during those years online than she did at university. She’d want to know that she became so un-embarrassed of her time as a fan that she made it an integral part of her business. She’d want to hear that she still loves One Direction, though these days she would never track them down at a bar in the middle of the night because she’s learnt what boundaries are.


As Gemma and I were chatting, I felt a type of catharsis wash over me. None of this has ever been about having to make your crushes productive by building a business out of them or hoping that one day you’d get on a podcast with the sister of your decade-long fixation. It’s about letting ourselves love and obsess deeply and seeing where we get to when we don’t care what people think. Plan and organise your way to the front row of a concert and be loud about it. Relish the hours you spend at the coffee shop working on a project that no one has forced you to create. Walk through the doors of the White House because they need someone with the skills to edit a thirst trap of the president. You’ll make it to these places because you were obsessed with the journey. Just make sure you put it all on your résumé.






What work is
By Bel



Work is what we have to do to stay alive.


Work is a mockumentary about getting up in the morning and filling the time until you get to sleep.


Work is necessary.


Work is where your dreams come to life, if you’re lucky, and sometimes it’s where they go to die.


Work is, most of the time, just what you have to do to get by.


Work is both your teenage dreams and horrors.


Work is exhausting, sometimes good, but mostly boring.


Work is how you let yourself be treated and learning what’s out of your control.


Work is compromise, but it’s not everything.


Work is starting to sound like someone you can’t break up with. Work is what someone in a boardroom or a café thinks is possible for you, although you have other ideas.


Work is what your parents think you do.


Work is what you tell them.


Work is what they do.


Work is the thing you do, but not everything about you.


Work is corporations with too much money trying to buy you out, but you knowing better.


Work is what you post on LinkedIn to look professional and ready to be poached.


Work is earning more or less than people you love, and money being a shadowy thing.


Work is a lifelong quest not to be eaten alive by the system, which you can master if you know this: if we don’t have life outside of work, work becomes our life. There will always be more work to do.


There will always be more life to live. The task is to build a way of being where you aren’t having to compromise one for the other. This is where we work it out.






Working on it
By Bel



First Proper Job,
Wellington Central, New Zealand, 2013


The handbag set down on the table costs more than my month’s rent. The two women sitting opposite me are so well put together I feel like I’m looking through a designer clothing catalogue. The café is nearly empty; everything that comes out of my mouth feels like it echoes in the space.


‘So, what are your weaknesses?’ one of the women asks. ‘Oooh, um . . . Can I think about that for a second?’ I reply, because just before I left the house that morning, I’d read a blog post that said this is a good thing to say in a job interview because it shows your potential boss that you’re a smart woman who thinks about things. The women glance at each other and smile. One of them writes a word down in her notebook. Hired.


The day before I start my First Proper Job, I have the shocking realisation that I’ve got nothing to wear. My wake-up-at-5am-and-skateboard-to-work-where-no one-cares-what-I-look-like attire is suddenly an embarrassing sign of the past. And I need the future. I call a friend who owns things like blazers and pairs of brogues, withdraw the scraps of my savings, and meet her at a department store in the city. Handbag. I need a handbag and a shirt that, together, effortlessly say, ‘Oh, this?’ as though I grew up around casual money and know how to pair wine with lunch. I buy the four items that I hate the least from the sale rack, which remind me of an office scene I acted in for a high-school drama exam. Children acting as adults acting as workers. I’m now working in the media. Although I can't tell my parents exactly what I’ll be doing, because I have no idea myself.


My first official salary is $35,000 (it’s 2013, and rent is still less than 50 per cent of people’s take home pay, but, even then, it was low), and anything that’s not spent goes towards more outfits to look more like a woman in the media. I buy heels. Crisp shirts. I have my own stack of business cards that sit in a little container on the corner of my desk like a real estate agent. All these tiny details are magnificent justifiers of having spent $42,000 on a university degree, because I’ve now crossed the threshold of what it means to be a woman in the world, AND I have a corporate phone account. I am Sheryl Sandberging. I am leaning the fuck in.


And so it goes like this: waking up every morning at 6:30am, packing a Tupperware container of overcooked rice and chickpeas into my handbag and walking down the hill to the office. Clip clop, clip clop, I love the way my new high heels sound. Like I’m important and going somewhere and I’ve left all that early twenties angst behind. I learn to send emails (use paragraphs, avoid ‘e-meet you’, don’t use too many exclamation marks so you don’t come across as young and ridiculous), sit in on meetings, join round tables, write notes from blue-sky thinking, open spreadsheets, close deals, listen to people who’ve been at the table longer than me so I can have an opinion they want to agree with, and come up with ideas that will help win them awards and new business. Everything is important and everything is a big deal and the pressure and self-importance is thrilling. I experiment with lipstick (bright red or, at one stage, regrettably, dark purple) and gel manicures to feel ‘finished’ and I begin to associate the sound of an email whooshing off at 10pm with fufilment (‘Sorry for the late reply! Crazy day!’).


I don’t think it could possibly get any more glamorous, but it does. I get flown in a helicopter to look at a newly built billboard, to get the real ‘consumer experience’. I stay in expensive hotels, sitting in their lobbies till 3am finishing documents before catching red-eye flights to big meetings in other cities. Famous, smart people do their famous, smart advertising thing, and I watch and try to mimic what they do in my own small ways. I’ve never felt so important in my life, helping big brands buy television advertising slots no one my age would see, banner ads no one in my world would click on and social media space that’s just been invented. I’m so new to the whole concept of what work is, work gives me a purpose and a personality.


The other thrilling novelty about being a woman in the media was that people were always trying to get your attention or give you things for free. Once, a famous radio station dropped by our office to give us free stacks of CDs for Christmas before realising that no one had the means to even play them. Another time, a man came to sell me space on a news site for ads disguised as journalism (‘Looks just the same! No one even notices! Or cares!’) and called me a ‘femme fatale’ because of my lipstick on the way out. Once, someone tried to poach me with a salary so low the man in charge rang me, just to check he wouldn’t see me ‘pumping petrol on the weekend just to stay afloat’. These are my first encounters with the shadowy, unregulated sides of work and even though there are many bright, shiny experiences of becoming a woman who knows what she’s doing at work, these moments never leave me.


Being new in an industry is such a vulnerable, intoxicating time, and all I want to do is rush past it to a point of confidence where I will be worth more and never be wrong. Someone tags me on LinkedIn, and I feel famous. I win an award, get drunk and happy and tired, which seems to be the point of it all. One night, my boss and I are in the office late, working on a pitch. These are strangely happy, fulfilling times, because home is damp and where dinner has to be made, and work is where it feels like life is being made. My boss is the first man in my career who’s interested in my ideas and he teaches me a way of seeing the world that will go on to shape my life. That night, as we shut our laptops and turn out the lights, he says, ‘Be careful – if this work fills you, it will consume you.’


It’s past 9pm by the time I get back to my flat, where I live with two friends and no hallway. One of my roomates has just got engaged, and another’s trying to make it as a stand-up comedian. Both their lights are out. My neutral-toned Maybelline eyeshadow palette still sits on the bathroom vanity with its mouth open. The dehumidifier chugs away and I stand over it, eating two-minute noodles out of a silver bowl, the sound of the fork hitting the metal keeping me company as I eat. While I eat, I scroll, getting served up posts about people’s ‘5–9s after their 9–5s’ or motivational illustrations with captions like, ‘When they’re sleeping, wake up and chase your dreams.’ Who is they? Why is work a chase? This must be what people mean when they talk about trying to make it to The Top.





Everything you need to know about work you can learn from Grey’s Anatomy
South Yarra, Melbourne, Australia, 2017


A new junior joins my department (which currently consists of one person: me) in an advertising agency. Even though I’m technically a junior in life, I feel much older inside. Influencers have just been invented and the media landscape is changing so fast that if you’re not online all the time, you’ll turn obsolete, like a coin when everyone’s using tap and pay, or an iPhone that’s out of date.


I need to feel alive. I need to feel relevant. I need to justify convincing management to hire someone for my team to help me after asking for support to cut down my 70-hour work weeks. I need another cup of coffee. Junior interrupts my thoughts. He’s wearing a cap backwards unironically, and now I’m wondering if I’m ageing out of fashion, too. He’s asking if I can take a look at his work, which is piling up and freaking him out. He’s sweet and worried and says, ‘I’m so stressed about this deadline, I think I’m going to spew on the street.’


‘Welcome to work,’ I say warmly and know I’ll borrow his ‘spewing on the street’ line to describe the stress of the industry for the rest of my life.


I like him, and I don’t want anything bad to happen to him, and I want him to like me in some sort of industry-saviour complex. Even though this isn’t something I can control, and he will one day have his own 11pm distress calls about pixels being wrong in an image to respond to, I try my best anyway.


‘OK,’ I say, rolling an ergonomic chair over to his computer. There’s this scene very early on in Grey’s Anatomy . . .’


‘Are you serious?’ he asks.


‘Yes, and it’s very important you understand it.’


I set my coffee cup down next to his monitor. He lifts his hat and combs his hair back before putting it back on, picking up his phone to take notes. ‘OK, so, the doctors are new; it’s like, their second week on the job, and a patient dies in the Emergency Room. The junior doctors go to declare him dead, but their supervisor comes into the room and is like, “He’s not dead yet – you need to try to resuscitate him.” The doctors are all like, “What, no, he’s definitely dead. Look, no pulse, not a single beat.” And she’s like, “Nope, not dead, you need to keep trying.” The day goes on, and the doctors go through all the different ways you can possibly try and resuscitate someone to the point where it gets almost ridiculous. They grow tired, really tired, and nearly give up on the whole thing; the man is clearly dead and has been for a long time. Finally, the evening comes, and after hours of heart jolts and machines and procedures, their supervisor comes back in and says, “OK, now we can say he’s officially dead.” The junior doctors are super confused about why they’ve spent the whole day trying to make a dead man come alive again, and are all like, “But, why?” And she says, “Now, you can go and tell his family that he’s passed away. And you can look them in the eyes and tell them you did everything you could.’ ”


Junior is silent for a moment while he takes it all in. ‘Holy shit,’ he finally says. ‘That’s a very good metaphor.’ I sit back in my chair and take a sip of my coffee. ‘But I have to ask: are you comparing working with dying?’





Take a chance on me
Morningside, Auckland, 2022


So often in work, all you need is someone to roll the dice on you. You can send your emails, build your résumé, go to morning networking events sponsored by oat milk brands, but there’s a bridge between what you know you’re capable of and what someone will believe. It’s a feeling like: someone just let me in the room to prove I’m good and real.


Between all the hours of working and learning and wondering whether you’re good enough, there is chance. And there is luck.


I’d been keeping a spreadsheet of writing rejections from magazines and websites for years, receiving the emails, filing them away and putting reminders in my calendar for the next socially acceptable time to send them something else and humiliate myself all over again. Such is the story of working in creative fields, and the struggle is not new, but it has intensified. The world of writing had changed over the course of my twenties; now not only did you need to be good at what you did, but you had to have a following to prove it. Random ‘It Girls’ were rising out of New York for having style and a point of view. If you worked in social media for a brand, you were now expected to be fluent in five platforms, filming, editing, and even being the face of content day in, day out. Magazines were publishing writers with their @ next to the author byline, followed by however many thousand followers they had. Every generation has a yearning for an earlier, more analogue experience of the world, but this was something else. The effect of being so extremely online was changing everything.


Not only did you have to prove you hadn’t been left behind by the opportunities the online economy had opened up, but you had to be willing to commodify your life in order to make content that strangers wanted to see and comment on and promote in turn, their engagement acting like an insurance policy for any publisher taking a chance on you. I loved the internet but I never wanted to open up my whole life to ridicule in order to succeed. After working on an ‘influencer shoot’ one afternoon and seeing behind-the-scenes of its reality TV, I made three promises to myself to help me stay sane in my own use of the internet:


1)   To never use it to lie about my reality (posting ‘Gorge weekend!’ when actually in bed with a migraine).
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