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Introduction


Between 2021 and 2023, I talked to a hundred strangers, from all walks of life, about their jobs. They talked to me in coffee shops and chain pubs and kitchens and front rooms, on the phone and by video call. We spoke about what work meant to them: What did they do for a living? Why did they do it? And did they like it? The stories in this book are taken from those conversations.


Sometimes the person sitting opposite me spoke with a candour that turned a Wetherspoons’ corner booth into a confessional. At other times – as was their right – the interviewees were reserved, protecting their true feelings about work through reliable deflections. They would speak to me as if they were in a job interview, hiding their memories beneath corporate jargon, that language of challenges faced and solutions found. Or they would tell me funny anecdotes instead of talking about themselves. Toolboxes screwed into floors; students caught with bongs made out of barrels.


In finding people to talk to, I tried to pick interviewees who would together resemble a scale model of the British population – fairly typical in the jobs that they did, fairly typical in the places that they lived, in their age, their gender, their immigration status and ethnicity. But, as is so often the case, the scale model never looks quite the same as the real thing: when you miniaturize, you sacrifice detail, you take short-cuts. It is no different here. In the selection of sixty-eight interviews that I have included, demographics and jobs are, by turns, over-represented and under-represented. Take comfort from the fact that this book is not a work of social science. There is no empiricism to be found here. It’s just people talking about their jobs.


Nor is this book a piece of journalism. I have no real idea about the truth of what my interviewees told me. These are unconfirmed reports from unreliable sources. To ask someone – as I often did – to ‘Tell me the story of your working life’, is to give that person freedom to choose a version of their life’s work to tell. That freedom is double-edged. It makes the subject more relaxed, but it also leaves interview transcripts understandably marked by self-presentation and myth. Instead, if there is any firm truth to be found in these pages, it is in the way that these accounts of working life chime with the reader’s own experiences of work.


Before the strangers begin to talk, perhaps we should take a moment and put the conversations into context. What can we say, in general terms, about work in Britain? What does the scale model look like?


There are things that we already know. We know, for instance, that the UK is a post-industrial society. The statistics say so: in 1970, some 8.6 million people, from a population of fifty-five million, were employed in the production sector (manufacturing, resource extraction, and utilities). By 2016, this had fallen to three million, out of a population of sixty-five million.1


The recent histories of once-powerful British manufacturing interests also say so: in 1984, Imperial Chemical Industries (ICI) was the first British company to turn a profit of over £1 billion. At that time, it employed 130,000 people in the production of fertilizers, drugs, synthetic fabrics, solvents, plastics, paints, explosives, and just about every other industrial chemical that you can imagine (and many that you can’t). Out of ICI’s laboratories came Perspex, beta-blockers, and tens of thousands of other patents.


However, by the mid-2000s, everything had changed. ICI had sold off its pharmaceuticals arm, many of its industrial chemical divisions, and its prized intellectual property. It used the proceeds of these sales to reposition itself as a fashionable maker of paints and perfumes. This did not work. In 2008, the conglomerate was broken up and sold, principally to AkzoNobel, a Dutch chemicals group. Factory closures and thousands of redundancies followed.


ICI’s death, and the twenty years of chemical asset sales that preceded it, caused no great consternation or political crisis. By 2008, the selling off and winding down of British industry had come to be accepted as a natural part of life, like the death of a distant and elderly relative – something to be met with only a passing sadness. Little has changed since then. Britain has de-industrialized in fact and in spirit. And so, it won’t surprise you to hear that there is very little of the old industrial world in the interviews that follow. The people I spoke to were not miners and factory workers, but their sons, daughters and grandchildren. And where do they work? They work, of course, in what economists call the services economy.


Eighty-five per cent of us now work in services, along with most of the interviewees in this book. If goods are tangible, services are not, and so services work refers to those jobs that produce intangible products: the teacher, the nurse, and the sales representative; the supermarket colleague, the therapist, and the call centre worker; the nursery worker, the childminder, and the HR business partner; the carer, the security guard, and the data analyst; the accountant, the lawyer, and the cam girl. It is a broad and vague category.


The breadth of the concept obscures our view. When we sweep so many jobs into a single category, we understate the differences between them. There are, for instance, differences in pay and status. Consider the trader in an investment bank and the call centre worker. Both spend their days looking at a screen and talking on the phone, all the while feeling stressed, but in return for their efforts, the trader gets a lot more back in money and status than the call centre worker.


The tasks involved in different services jobs also vary significantly. To some, the idea of the services economy brings to mind the knowledge economy of London – an economy of finance, consultancy, law, software, and advertising. In fact, millions of the services jobs that people do in this country are physical ones, where the body is an equal partner to the head and the hands. The carer who hoists a patient six times a day is providing services under his agency contract. So too are the delivery riders charging about the cities, and the workers in a children’s home, who might spend several hours of a night shift restraining children (‘One of the kids we looked after, the psychologist said that they needed a minimum of two hours of restraint’). This is work far removed from the laptop.


And yet, for all its distracting vagueness, the sweeping idea of the services economy contains at least one good insight. It captures something of the growing sameness of modern work. The more I spoke to people, the more I heard, again and again, the same refrain: too much of the working day is taken up by a kind of administrative shadow work.


The paperwork has got so much stickier over the years. – Childminder


It’s another hat that teachers wear I suppose: we’re administrators. – Secondary school teacher


An awful lot of ministry today is like being an administrator, a pastoral administrator. – Minister


I feel like a box ticker. – Job Centre work coach


In this way, jobs that once looked very different are coming to resemble one another. Yes, some tasks might be different, but the several hours a day of email-writing, note-taking, policy-checking, and data-entry are the same. And it is this that binds together the services concept.




At this point, I should declare my interests. I was brought up to be a creature of London’s knowledge economy. I studied history and then law. The pandemic arrived at the end of my studies and at the beginning of my legal career. I spent a year doing pupillage in a lockdown-emptied barristers’ chambers. The work involved reading long PDFs and writing long Word documents. Sometimes I would stare at these documents in a South London flat. Sometimes I would stare at them in a mostly empty office. And sometimes I would stare at these documents in my dreams. I became very unhappy – lonely, probably.


I came to feel that the pandemic had poured acid onto my job. It had stripped away the layers of paint and decoration – the status, the sense of apprenticeship and camaraderie, the many rituals of office life – leaving only the bare metal structure of work underneath. When faced with this stripped reality, I could not cope, and I decided to leave law.


A few years before, I had read a book by Studs Terkel, the great American broadcaster and oral historian, called Working: People Talk About What They Do All Day and How They Feel About What They Do (1974). In it, Terkel gathered over a hundred monologues of Americans talking about their jobs. They are a window into a different, industrial world. You hear the voices of steelworkers (‘Strictly muscle work’), deep miners and strip miners (‘I don’t dig coal. I take the dirt off coal’) and welders on car production lines (‘I bet there’s men who have lived and died out there, and never seen the end of that line’).


When I first read Terkel’s interviews, I thought that someone should repeat his experiment in today’s changed world. Leaving law reanimated the idea. After a time, I realized that I could be the one to do it. Why not? I had no job, no mortgage, no children, some savings from working as a lawyer, and a background in history. It might even be helpful for getting on in my career, whatever that was going to be. What if I spoke to someone who showed me what I should be doing with my life? Strung along by such happy delusions, I went for it. I moved out of London. I bought a tape recorder and a van. And I began driving up and down the country, to and from interviews.


As I write this introduction, it is two-and-a-half years since my first interview, an afternoon spent talking to a postman in a seaside town. In that time, the reasons for repeating Terkel’s experiment have become more persuasive.


Terkel conducted his interviews in the early 1970s, just as a series of shocks had begun to upend the economies of the industrialized west. The unspooling of Bretton Woods and the international monetary system, the Yom Kippur war, spiking oil prices, spiralling inflation, high interest rates, state retrenchment, de-industrialization. Fifteen years of shock after shock after shock. And, at the end of it all, the world in which Terkel’s interviewees once worked had come to look very different; less industrial, more concerned with consumption; a world of shopping centres, not factories.


Fifty years on and it is hard to escape the feeling that the world is once again on the turn. A new wave of shocks has hit the global economy. Some – war and inflation – are similar to those of the 1970s. Others are different: a pandemic, a new politics of climate change, and the emergence of artificial intelligence (AI) systems that are said to threaten hundreds of millions of jobs. We cannot yet know what long-term effect these shocks will have on the British economy. But if – like the US economy of the early 1970s – everything is about to change, then it is surely worth pausing for a moment; pausing to listen, and to attempt to record what it was like to live and work in the early 2020s.


For my part, since that first conversation, it has been two-and-a-half years of interviewing and transcribing and editing, partially interrupted by other work – in a software company and on building sites – and joyfully interrupted by the arrival of my daughter. Today, reading back through the interviews, I can see how much I have learned from them. The strange details come rushing back. The number of birds killed a day in a poultry factory. The order in which patients are woken up in care homes. The reasons why you shouldn’t smile when you are shown your bonus in an investment bank. The jokes told in warehouses and on building sites. The many filing cabinets filled with paperwork in the childminder’s attic. In all these details, the interviews have taught me about life, and the ways in which our work can at once diminish us and magnify us. But perhaps that is putting it too strongly. After all, it’s just people talking about their jobs.
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Panel beater 


30s


I don’t want my kids to be where I am. I’ll be dead at fifty because of what I inhale. You see the dust when the sun shines in. You can have all the extractor fans you want, but you’re breathing that in. Even when I go on holiday, I sit there wheezing. I’m thirty-five years old. The sooner I get out of it the better. But people are put on this planet for a reason and I think mine is panel beating. I don’t think anything else would have given me the opportunities that I’ve got doing this job . . .


I was at an inner-city school, a shithole. I got expelled for putting potassium in a fish tank. It was stupid, really. I was showing off.


They had a tropical fish tank in the science building. Potassium and water. It was the only bit of science I knew. I threw some potassium in the tank and it went off [he makes a roaring sound].


I thought, I’m done for. The teacher’s gonna come back. Please fish, don’t die.


Twenty seconds later, all the fish sank to the bottom. They didn’t float to the top.


I thought, no no no.


I’m not proud of this.


After I left school, I didn’t have any idea what I wanted to do. I had no grades. My friends didn’t have anything about them. They were getting into crimes and whatnot. I wanted to be a chav or to go in the army or something. I didn’t have any idea. I knew I didn’t want to go to prison.




At sixteen I got a bit of a break. I applied for a panel beating job and I lied, ‘Oh yes, I’ve got these grades.’


And the boss, my old boss, saw something in me. He gave me an opportunity and thank God he did because I don’t know what I’d be doing now otherwise.


I was surprised I got the job but I suppose the majority in this trade are deadbeats from school. Nobody leaves school thinking, I’m going to be a panel beater.


When I was seventeen, eighteen, I was coming into work late, I was coming in hungover, I was coming in half-cut sometimes.


One day I got arrested and I was walking back home down a dual carriageway. My boss caught me up and I got in his car. He looked at me and he didn’t say a word to me. He just dropped me home. It killed me.


He sat me down later and said, ‘You’re at a crossroads. Carry on up this road and you’ll end up in jail. Turn a corner now and you’ve got something, you can make something of your life.’


It always sticks with me. It flipped a switch in me. I got my head down. He gave me a pay rise and the opportunity to earn a bonus and I kept on working and working and working.


I do things methodically.


I do things right. I’m quite passionate about that.


I used to watch how people did stuff on YouTube. I became obsessed with the job. I’m gonna try doing it this way and I won’t tell anyone. It would pay off. I’d do a job and think, this is all right, innit? I was nineteen years old, and I was better than the guys teaching me.


One day my boss said, ‘I’m going to enter you into a panel beating competition.’


I said no because my ex-girlfriend was very controlling, and I knew it would cause issue after issue. He entered me anyway. It was a national panel beating competition.


The judges turned up and watched me work.


I ended up going down to a Toyota factory to do an examination. First, we had to make a sill panel, show our welds on it, do a metal finish with no body filler – all with people watching over everything you’re doing.


Then we had to do some jig work for chassis that are bent. That’s the kind of work I loved, the big stuff.


At the end they said, ‘Third place . . . second place . . .’


I thought, ach I’ve not even placed here.


Then they said my name for first place. What? I was over the moon. It was probably one of the proudest moments of my life.


I flew first-class to Japan, and they had a massive ceremony at the Toyota City factory.


It was how they made you feel – like I’d made something of my life. The people I met in Japan, pride in their work radiated from them. It made me think, I want to go back home and do what they’ve done there.


With Toyota, they’d show you why you were doing things, the benefits of doing them, and the consequences of not doing them. At other places they’d say, ‘Do this’ or ‘Do that’, and I’d think, but why are you doing that?


There’s not enough of us in this industry, in this country, that are like that. I don’t think people understand the consequences of getting things wrong. Even if the car you’re working on is a shithole, that could be someone’s mum in there. Think about it like that.


But people don’t and it absolutely infuriates me. ‘That’ll do’, they say, or ‘I’ll just leave that weld off because it’s already been painted.’


After getting back from Japan, I went back to where I lived, and it was like a time warp. Everyone’s still the same, walking round in tracksuit bottoms and smoking weed. I’ve never felt so lucky in my life to have been given an opportunity like that.


It’s got a stigma, the motor trade, of grease monkeys under the arches, of cars getting bunged together – and to be fair I’ve seen a lot of cowboys.


At one of the garages I worked in, you had people that weren’t doing the job properly. They had eight panel beaters, and they couldn’t cut any more corners if they tried.


I watched a lad throw a spare wheel into the back of a vehicle he’d repaired and one of his welds pinged off. He got the welder out and just tacked it again. If that car got hit, I wouldn’t like to know what’d happen. It was an eye-opener.


There was a bonus system at this garage. People would cut corners to earn more money. The insurance estimate would give you ten hours to change a panel on a car. If you did it in five, you’d get your normal wage and earn five hours’ bonus. Your bonus would vary but mine was £18 an hour. People were earning crazy money.


I was sat there thinking, I’m doing a nice job here and they’re cutting every corner and getting rewarded for it.


I told my boss that I was leaving. He said, ‘Don’t leave. We’re getting bought out and things’ll change.’


The garage was then bought out by a PLC company, everything went above board.


One day we came into the garage, sat down and the manager went round the cowboys in the room. ‘Gone . . . gone . . . gone . . . gone . . . gone.’ It was like Christmas.


Now, my colleagues are all genuinely all right lads. My employer appreciates me, and I get paid very well.


I make a conscious effort when I get home to try with the kids. But sometimes I’ve got no patience. I come home covered in crap. I put my boots on at half six in the morning and they’re not getting off until half six at night.


I went to a bonfire with the kids the other weekend. I’d worked Saturday until four o’clock, and I had no patience with them.


I’m aching everywhere all the time.


But that’s part of the job, innit? You know what you’re getting into. It’s like being a firefighter and moaning about having to put a fire out.


My plan is to work my absolute backside off now and give it ’til I’m forty.




I’m still thinking about pieces of work constantly. I’ve got a job tomorrow and I know it’s going to be a naughty job, so I’ll go home tomorrow, and I’ll be watching TV or bathing my son, or I’ll be in bed at night, and I’ll be thinking about it. Shall I try this or that? And I’ll still be thinking about the job as I’m doing it, as I’m preparing the panel, filing it, rasping it.


But I think that’s normal.


What else would I be thinking about?











Warehouse worker


20s


In most warehouses throughout the United Kingdom, the pattern is a 6 a.m. to 2 p.m. morning shift, 2 p.m. to 10 p.m. afternoon shift, and 10 p.m. to 6 a.m. night shift.


At the moment, I’m working afternoon shifts at a warehouse for a glasses supplier, so I start my job at 2 p.m.


I wake up between 7 a.m. and 9 a.m.


I do my meditations, prayers, and reading. I tidy up, go shopping, or go to church.


I then prepare for my shift by packing my food, juice, sparkling water, and working tools (a pen, a marker, a knife). I put on some old jeans, safety boots, my coat, and that’s how I go to work.


I try to be at least five minutes early to the shift.


The first thing I do is take my scanner gun. If you get a bad scanner, you’ll have issues for the rest of your shift. I then put my high-vis on, and I go into the waiting area for pickers.


My job is to put away stock on the shelf. My supervisor indicates the pallets where we’re supposed to take the stock from. We check that the stock is booked on the system, because if it isn’t, we can’t put it on the shelves. I then take the stock to the location where you’re supposed to unload.


As I unload, I scan both the stock and the shelf where I’m putting the stock. It’s not very difficult. But we have to type the codes in manually for some of the boxes. A pattern of ten digits and letters. It’s quite annoying if you have a couple of hundred items in the box that you have to type in manually.


There are three breaks a day of fifteen minutes: 4.15 p.m., 6.15 p.m., 8.15 p.m. A lot of these places don’t pay for your breaks.


At the end of the day, we cut down the cardboard boxes and put them in a special cage. We hand in our scanner. Yesterday, I handed it in at about 9.35 p.m.


The job slows down my mind. It gives me time to process and rethink my thoughts.


– What kind of thoughts?


About my life. I’ve had quite a few adventures. Some things didn’t work out the way I wanted, others worked out better than I could ever imagine.


But sometimes I speak to people at work. We tell jokes, fool around, laugh and laugh.


We do things like making pyramids in the warehouse with cardboard boxes.


In the supermarket warehouses I’ve heard that people will tell the handyman, ‘There are two leaks in the warehouse.’ The handyman goes to check and finds a box with two leeks inside.


We had one Polish forklift driver who smiled a lot. He’d worked in a factory on a production line before, and compared to that, he loved the warehouse work.


We used to laugh and ask him, ‘Is this the dream job? Do you pinch yourself to check it’s not a dream?’


It’s a broad spectrum of people who work in the warehouse. Usually, it’s up to a third of the crew who are English, a third from Eastern Europe and EU countries, and a third from the Commonwealth.


I’ve met teachers, an ex-soldier, people who had mental health issues.


Quite a few of them are not very well educated. They do not have broader interests. But there are exceptions. There was a guy in the warehouse with us who was an engineer from Mongolia who had studied in Russia for four years. And during the pandemic a lot of people with higher education worked in warehouses, lots of musicians.


When I started working in British warehouses in 2014, I guessed that the system must be logical, because if better ways of organization existed then they would have been implemented.


But I was very naive.


I worked in one warehouse that had an obsolete data system, which made picking more difficult, but managers would still shout at pickers who didn’t reach their targets.


They would say, ‘If you drop below 60 per cent of the target, you will be sent home.’


At this warehouse, I saw someone who almost died. A guy was picking in a very narrow aisle. The forklifts were not allowed to drive down this aisle because it was against health and safety regulations. The target culture made people break these rules.


Someone drove down the aisle with his forks up, carrying glass shower doors on a pallet. The wood on the pallet turned out to be rotten and seconds after this forklift had driven past the man picking, the pallet and the shower doors smashed onto the floor. He was seconds from death.


Of course, I do not deny my own responsibility. I should have reported it to the local authorities, but I did not do so, because I needed money, and I was scared of the consequences.


I’ve also worked in big e-commerce warehouses. In these places there’s no time to talk whatsoever.


The stock is brought to you on these towers.


You climb to the top of a small ladder.


You take the item from the tower.


You scan the item and place it on a shelf behind you.


You press the screen to confirm that you’ve put the item on the shelf.


That’s it.


That’s what we did for the entire day. There were two half-hour breaks. One was unpaid. So we did ten-and-a-half hour shifts and we were paid only for ten hours.




I had to get the bus to this warehouse. It meant that I would arrive an hour before the shift, and I’d have to wait forty-five minutes after the shift to get home.


I spent thirteen hours outside the house, and I slept for eight hours. It was a real waste of time.


As a picker, the target was three-hundred-and-ten units per hour. If you had large items to pick it was impossible to reach the target, but if you had books, it was easy.


The managers check on you every minute. Their computers are on rolling desks so they can move around the warehouse. On their screens they have information about what you’re doing.


There were no windows. We worked in unnatural light in front of the screens for the entire day.


There’s writing on the walls of these warehouses.


Things like, ‘Show backbone and speak out!’


But there’s no connection between this writing and the practice of the company. If I spoke to my manager about how badly the place was run, I’d get into difficulty straight away.


Some of these e-commerce warehouses are like gulags. HR and administration are the guards. The warehouse team leaders are the prisoners with privileged positions. And then there’s the rest of us who do the most menial of jobs.


Yes we were not starved, yes we didn’t have to work in minus forty degrees, yes we were free to leave whenever we wanted, but the structure of the company – its rigidity – is like a gulag.


Not all of the e-commerce warehouses are like this. It takes a lot of time, effort and money to build a warehouse with such a degree of automation. Most e-commerce warehouses still rely on the normal labour of walking from one location to another. But I hated the fact we couldn’t move. It drove me insane.


I wanted to leave after two weeks. I only stayed because they offered a £500 sign-on bonus if you stayed for a certain period of time. It was £10.40 an hour when I worked there. You also got a 10 per cent discount on the company’s own-brand stock.




I remember years ago the company gave the best picker of the shift a £20 voucher. Later on, they rewarded people by letting them choose the music for the shift, but that was scrapped because some people in HR or management didn’t like the fact that some of the songs were not sung in English.


The design of the entire company had a complete disregard for the human psyche.


When it comes to the body, there was such a long time between the breaks that my back would hurt, and my hip would hurt.


But the main problem was that the work was a mentally excruciating exercise.


Every hour on this bloody screen, your work would stop, and the screen would let you choose whether to have thirty seconds of mental exercises or thirty seconds of physical exercises.


For the physical exercises, it would tell you to do movements with your arms and hips.


For the mental exercises, sometimes the screen would say, ‘Think about something nice’, and I would think, leaving this place, leaving this place.


There were times at the e-commerce warehouses when I was extremely depressed. Extremely depressed. I was broken. In what direction is my life going? Why is my life like this?


But whenever I have these thoughts, I think of my grandparents who survived the war. I think about my parents who survived the transformation in 1989, when the Polish economy was in really bad shape. We are not now sent to die in trenches. So, in many senses we may be a lost generation but it’s not that bad. It could get much worse.


My career has gotten stuck, but I know that I still have time.


Saint Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuit order, was thirty-three when he began to study.


Hobbes was sixty-three when he wrote Leviathan.


Dostoyevsky published his most important works after he was forty.




And let us also remember that for a time Solzhenitsyn and Shalamov were lost in the gulag, deprived of prospects and literature.











Sex worker 


20s


I do OnlyFans and I cam model.2 I need the money. My student maintenance loan only covers three-quarters of my rent.


Before I started, I was having to rely on food banks at the local churches.


The OnlyFans is passive income really. It’s only about £100 a month. I have to take pictures and videos for my cam-site profile anyway, so I post them on OnlyFans as well.


I make a lot more money on the cam-site. I found the cam modelling agency online. It’s run by models, and they’ve been very supportive.


The agency has very clear boundaries. For example, none of us do escort, we’re purely online. If we’re uncomfortable with any of the customers – or if we’re losing our mojo – someone from the agency is always there to talk to you. Once I was struggling to manage university and the sex work, so I spoke to one of the agency admins and she helped me make a rota.


Tuesdays, I tend to have uni during the day, and then 7 p.m. until 10 p.m. I do camming. If I feel like I can do more, then I do.


Wednesdays, Thursdays, and Sundays, I tend to focus on my uni work.




Fridays and Saturdays are the busiest days on the site.


On Fridays, I’ll work the morning shift on the cam-site, which is 5 a.m. until 9 a.m. This is quite busy. For some reason men want to log on and pay people before they go to work. Who knows why?


Dominatrixes are the most popular characters for cam models.


So whenever I’m modelling, even though I dress the same as I do in normal life, I’m mentally playing quite a dominant character.


To create her, I went on a random name generator and chose from a list.


I have Twitter and Instagram profiles for the character, which are how I reach the international customers who access my OnlyFans. On the cam-site, all my customers are from the UK because the site filters them by location.


Before I have a session with a client, I’ll ask, ‘What are your boundaries? What sort of things are you into? What software do you prefer to use?’


I have a few regulars on the cam-site. Some of them keep asking me to meet them in person, which I don’t do.


You come to expect creepy behaviour. Over time you get better at changing the topic. You could kick the client from the call but then you’d lose their money, so it’s all about manipulating the conversation away from the creepy stuff.


A lot of it is manipulation to be honest.


On the site, clients have the option of either the girlfriend experience or the pornstar experience.


Some clients just want to talk to a woman, to feel like they have an emotional connection. Some clients are more transactional, ‘I’m paying for your services, so you need to give me this and this.’


Most of my regulars want the girlfriend experience. It tends to be one-on-one cam sessions.


When the girlfriend experience session begins, I ask them things like,


‘How are you?’




‘How was work today?’


And I pretend to care about their emotional state. But obviously the only reason I pretend to be interested in these men is for their money.


My regulars will book phone calls with me. The calls come through the agency number. They don’t get my real number and I don’t get theirs.


Sometimes, I’ll be going about my day and the phone will ring and I’ll go to the bathroom and talk to these men.


The most common calls I’m doing at the moment are humiliation calls. The clients say, ‘Oh my God, yell at me.’


Those are very easy because they’re not face-to-face.


I’ve written out scripts for different types of calls, so I have something to refer to if I ever get stuck. It’s all about dragging out the call as long as possible to get the most amount of money.


I’d struggle to maintain my composure if it was face-to-face, because the whole thing is so stupid.


No aspect of this is real. Everything’s fake. Take water sports, for example, that’s a popular one on camera. But you literally just use a water balloon and hold it behind you. The clients love it and they’ll pay extra for it.


Or if you want to drag out a session for as long as possible, you say, ‘Do you want to see my other outfits?’, and you’ll go off camera and change but you make sure that you change slowly.


I have one client who’s into financial domination. Before our sessions he tells me what he earns, what his outgoings are, and what his budget for the call is, so I know exactly what he’s got to spend. Part of my interaction with him is belittling him for not tipping me enough. If he sends me some money, I’ll say, ‘Come on, you can do better than that.’


It’s the easiest call I do.


The public perception of sex work is that it takes place in a dark alley at the back of a building, your stereotypical prostitute in a red-light district.


Don’t get me wrong, there are still dark aspects to the industry with people being exploited, but there isn’t that darkness to my sort of sex work.


It’s quite freeing.


– Has it changed your view of men?


I don’t know. I don’t like men. I tend to deal with older men in my sex work, fifty-year-old men with wives, families and kids. It’s this secret part of their life.


But it’s funny. I want to work in the corporate world one day and when I talk to all these men who are all quite high up in companies it’s like I’m building connections in that world. You have to be high up to earn enough to pay for these sessions because each one costs about £2 a minute.


It’s been good for my confidence too. I’m on dating apps like any normal person is in this day and age. If anyone gives me attitude on those apps, I think, screw you, people pay me for my sex work.


My partners do struggle with my work. I’m very up front with them that I do sex work and I’m not going to stop but it’s jealousy, I guess. ‘Other men have seen your body. Blah, blah, blah.’


The clients think they’re using me, but in reality, I’m the one that’s financially gaining from the relationship.


It’s using misogyny for my benefit, really.











Security guard 


(20s)


In college, I was studying music technology and sound engineering. My life was music-making, music-producing, music-engineering, DJing workshops, mixing workshops, rap workshops.


I was also riding for one of the food delivery apps. I could do it in my own time. It was good for me because I have to care for my father.


Fast forward and Covid hits. Devastating news and devastating situations for a lot of people. The workshops I was attending were redundant, shut down.


I began looking for a job, which was difficult at the time.


My cousin said, ‘Why don’t you do security?’


Never in my life would I have thought about doing a security job, but I said to myself, I need to work, I need to work.


I applied to a security firm, and I began work as a steward because I didn’t have the security licence. My plan was to work towards getting the badge.


I ended up doing a lot of the Covid testing sites across my city. Twelve-hour shifts, back-to-back, at a Nightingale hospital. It was pretty much a twenty-four-hour shift with a thirty-minute rest in between. It was bad, so bad.


Standing there in one spot.


Not allowing your body to move.


You start to feel a lot more crooked.


You’re stagnant.


Joint pains.




Issues with your feet.


Two hours can feel like five hours.


And three hours can feel like eight hours.


At the moment, I work security at a bar-restaurant. It’s an evening job. It’s mostly me on a one-man door, six or seven hours a day.


I’m a black man and I’ve had cases where a black man has approached me trying to get into a bar. I can see he’s intox, on certain drugs. I’m refusing him entry.


He will say, ‘All right, you’re not gonna support your fellow black man? Is that how it is, yeah?’


I’ll try and explain it.


I’ll say, ‘Bro, I want to respect you, but you’re disrespecting me.’


But it’s a hard situation. It makes me uncomfortable.


You also get a few regulars who’ve been to other bars but want to come to their favourite bar at the end of the night. If I get one that’s drunk out of his face, I give him a pep talk, let him know the rules and what my job is.


I say, ‘Hey hey hey I’m gonna stop you right there.’


‘Why?’


‘You look out of it. You’ve had way too many drinks, my guy. Way too many for today. I’m gonna say “No” for tonight. You look like you’ve had so much fun today. But it’s time to rest.’


They get it. I cool them down.


The kill ’em with kindness thing helps. Approach the customer like ‘No. Can’t come in.’ and they’ll react aggressively, ‘Whadya mean I can’t come in?’


That can cause a lot of commotion.


If they feel like you’re having fun, then it makes the situation a lot easier. And one way to have fun is to smile. I don’t want to ruin their night with a sulk on my face.


You see a lot of characters, man. When customers are heavily intox and having fun they’re not their usual selves, they’re just characters.


I don’t want to get too deep into it, but I used to be bullied a lot when I was a kid. I was just the kid at school who nobody wanted to play with cos you’re weird. So I don’t like hurting people. I don’t. I don’t want people to feel like how I’ve been treated in the past. I love the purity of being kind and respectful to one another. If I could pass that on to someone else, then I’ve done my job as a human being.


I remember a time working with a colleague who was too big for his boots. I’ve often seen security guards like him, who act like they have the power to do whatever they want because they have the badge. I totally disagree with that. Totally. Yes, you do have the badge but that doesn’t allow you to be a bit of a . . . I don’t want to cuss . . . but he was a d-head.


I was asking a guy for his ID and this customer says in a jokey way, ‘Mate, I’m twenty-seven!’


My colleague snaps and goes off, ‘That doesn’t matter. We still have to see your ID. I’ve seen people who are sixteen and they look about twenty-one.’


I check the ID and the customers go in.


We then hear them at the bar saying, ‘That security guard is a dickhead.’


My colleague then starts badmouthing them. I asked him if he felt the need to go and grab them from the bar.


He was like, ‘Yeah yeah yeah and I have the power to grab them. I can probably say they were intox.’


I said, ‘No way am I letting you do that.’


He wasn’t respecting the job. If customers are chatting back, there’s no need to retaliate. He could’ve got into a serious fight for no reason.


And he’s adding to that severe stigma about security guards, that we have a bad demeanour. I wanna rebuke that stigma. I’m not big-built or hench or the going-to-the-gym type. I’m pretty much the friendliest security guard you probably ever found. And I don’t say that, the customers do.


Recently, a colleague and I had to remove a gentleman in his forties, who’d apparently sexually assaulted a twenty-one-year-old girl.


We approached him, ‘Listen, there’s been this report. You need to come straight out.’




He’s denying it. He’s intox. I feel a tiny bit hesitant because it’s not my style to put my hands on somebody aggressively. And you can tell that he could pick me up and put me on my neck. At the same time, I have the trust of my colleague that what I’m doing is morally correct.


I took over my fears.


We ended up fighting him, dragging him out of the premises.


It’s like a flow state.


Get him out, get him out, get him out.


And here’s another person who wants to fight.


And here’s someone else screaming at the top of her lungs, ‘Get off him!’


And the bar manager sees you grabbing this person. He says, ‘What’s going on?’


But he doesn’t know what’s happening.


All you have in your mind is let me just get this person out, please . . .


I’m not going to lie to you, I don’t like being in that mind state. It makes me very uncomfortable.


But if it’s a chilled shift, I don’t have to think about work as vigorously as I usually do. So when I’m standing there I’ll always be wondering, what will the next melody be? What will the next drum pattern be? Who am I going to work with next?


I have a dream in mind, to be one of the top producers or sound engineers in my city. When I finish my shift, I sit down at my laptop and go for what I’m after.


I also have to care for my dad when I get home from work. I have to make sure that he’s getting up the stairs safely, that he’s in bed.


A lot of people ask me, ‘Do you ever have time for yourself?’


I say, ‘No, not really.’


Those people say, ‘Why are you smiling? You have no reason to smile. Your life is miserable!’


But I’m smiling. No matter how much of a struggle life is, I’m smiling.
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Call centre worker 


(40s)


I ended up in this job due to needing a remote job quickly. I couldn’t leave my son here by himself because my ex-husband isn’t the nicest individual. He’s turned up at the door and I don’t want my son to have to deal with it alone.


I work for a call centre company that outsources its call centre to different companies. At the moment, we’re outsourced to a building materials company. It could be anyone on the phone, from builders to farmers to a pensioner ordering a bag of fertilizer.


I’m on annual leave at the moment, but my next two shifts are Friday and Saturday, 8 a.m. to 4.30 p.m.


The first thing I do in the morning is to sign-in as quickly as possible. If you’re a minute late, you’re marked as AWOL and you have to work back your time, or you have to go to your manager and say, ‘I was a minute late because the system didn’t work properly.’


Then I get started on my calls. It’s call after call after call after call.


I’ve a thousand things to do on a call.


First, GDPR.


Then order number or account number.


Then we have to make sure that we’re speaking to the right person or that we have permission to speak to the person we’re speaking to. Say, Mr John Doe was on file for that account but Mrs John Doe calls us and there’s no authorization for her on file. She’ll say, ‘It’s my husband’, but without his authorization, I can’t proceed.


This is when you get a lot of obscenities thrown at you. They’ll say, ‘No other company works like this.’ But we have to be careful, because we get pulled up on this by our managers.


At the same time as they’re speaking to us, we fill out a call profiler form, which is the customer’s name, address, what they’re calling about.


If, say, the courier hasn’t arrived, we then have to chase the courier companies by filling a form out with them. Or you might have to email one of the building company’s stores via our customer support software.


All the while, you’re adding notes to the call profiler form saying what’s happened.


You write, ‘The customer is very unhappy.’


You don’t write, ‘The customer is a pain in the arse.’


Sometimes you can’t get all of these tasks done during the call – sometimes the customer will just bark orders and hang up – so you’re left with these forms to fill out. You put yourself on hold to do all this after the customer’s gone, but putting yourself on hold means you’re not taking the next call, and this hold time shows up on your stats as ‘rap time’.


You’re in no-man’s land, in between calls.


I’ve often said to people I work with, ‘Give us some time each day to check back with the tickets we’ve raised and the emails we’ve sent, and then we can respond to customers.’


When they want you to take call after call after call, there’s no time for you to check your emails, to check responses from couriers, for instance. Customers come back to us furious because nobody’s contacted them to tell them anything.


We don’t have the freedom to solve customers’ problems. We don’t have freedom because we don’t have the time to chase responses or even tell the customer what’s happened. Sometimes you end up getting up early on your personal time to chase things, so customers won’t come back and make a complaint.


Generally, the customers aren’t ringing to say, ‘You’re doing a great job.’


They’re ringing to shout at you. For instance, they’re angry that their courier didn’t come, and they want you to fix it right there and then. You try to remain calm, to keep your composure, but it can be difficult sometimes.


All the calls are monitored. I have to be careful what I say. You could take a bad call from somebody who’s terribly abusive and frightening, and on the next call you might be a little bit subdued because you’ve just had somebody screaming at you, but that next call might be the call that your managers listen to in order to see how you interact with customers. They’ll say, ‘You weren’t very nice to that customer. You weren’t very friendly.’


At the end of the week, you get your stats. You try your best, but the managers will say, ‘You haven’t taken enough calls in an hour. Your rap time is too long.’


The stats are on a spreadsheet. Everyone can see everybody else’s. I’m always pretty much the worst because I’ll engage with people. They’ll talk to me. I’ve heard everything from people telling about their cancer diagnosis, to a domestic violence incident where I stayed on the phone with the caller.


Some people are just ringing to talk. You can always tell. You might be the only person they’ve spoken to that day. But while you’re expected to have empathy and compassion for the customer, you’re not supposed to be on the phone for ten minutes.


I started out in a group of fourteen. I’m the only one still there. Nearly everyone was gone in the first two or three months.


Customers tend to treat us badly because they think we’re paid to sit there and listen to them. The Customer Is Always Right. It’s that mentality. But I would never speak to anybody in customer service the way I have been spoken to.


One day I took a call from a man who was raging because he couldn’t return a tool to a particular store. He had to return it to a different store.


He was on the phone to me in his car and he threatened to kill himself. For fourteen minutes, I had to speak to this man while he travelled from one store to another store, all the while threatening repeatedly to kill himself and the woman he’d just dealt with in the first store.


I was writing everything down because I was scared for her safety. I alerted my managers, and they were feeding me things to say. He was aggressive, so aggressive, and I was afraid he was going to kill that woman, kill himself, or kill his family. I didn’t sleep that night because I was so worried he was going to go back to the shop and kill them all.


I thought, I’m not equipped to deal with this. But I also know how to calm down angry men. I’m good with my voice. I spoke softly, calmly . . . calm, calm, calm.


When he’d got to this other store to get the refund – which was like £40 by the way – I was still on the phone to him. I heard him speak to the woman behind the counter. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen. I thought, is he going to do something to her? But he was so polite to her, ‘I just want to return this.’


After I’d been screamed at, after he’d told me he was going to kill himself and his family and that it was all my fault, after all that for fourteen minutes, he exchanged the tool and that was it.


I’m shaking now just talking about it.


It’s weird. I’ve got his phone number. I’ve got his email address, his address. I know his name. But he still spoke to me like that . . .


I got the next day off as paid leave. The managers had to sit and listen to the call that night. I’d hoped that the police would have been informed. I discovered weeks later that nobody was informed.


People’s mental health takes a real hit doing this job. Time doesn’t pass fast enough. I could be an hour in, and I’ll be thinking, how am I going to make it?


A lot of days my body hurts even though I’ve only been sitting in a chair.


Mentally, every bit of empathy has been sucked out of me. I’m drained, just drained.


It’s a lot of women from all walks of life working in this job. The company wants our empathy. I think that’s why we’re hired. But because we’re empathetic, the job affects us emotionally. They’d be better off hiring people for whom all the abuse was like water off a duck’s back, but then I don’t think you’d get the same level of sincerity.


There’s got to be a better way of doing it.


I wish computers could take over dealing with customer complaints. Our company does web chat customer service as well and I’ve had messages from colleagues that have been moved onto that. They say, ‘Thank God, I only have to type to people. My life is amazing.’


When the crash was happening in 2007, I worked in a job handling calls for a pension company. People who’d paid into their pensions for years would call to find out their pension was worth nothing. But, even though they’d lost seventy grand, I don’t remember those people being as rude as some guy the other week who didn’t get a bucket delivered.


A few years ago, I got back into film photography. I’d done it in college, but I couldn’t remember how to process film. God, I wasted roll after roll of film, but I started to do candid street photography. I’d walk up to people and say, ‘Hi, can I take your picture?’


I had a couple of exhibitions. I always loved how they shot street photography in the 1960s, 70s, 80s. It was fearless, the finding of the extraordinary in the ordinary. With film, you can’t take two hundred shots of the same thing. Everything has to align for that split second, and that’s the magic.


I actually sold my camera last week. I don’t have that any more. I had to sell it because my car broke down and I’m a single parent earning minimum wage. I needed a car so that my son and I could have a little bit of freedom.


I think a lot of people get stuck in this kind of job. It can numb you. I feel like I’m already bad at this job, so when I look at other jobs from time to time, I talk myself out of applying. It’s silly. I have to change my thinking, but when you get your stats each week and you’re down near the bottom, it’s very easy to sink into that abyss. This is all I’m going to be.


I’m sorry to be over emotional.


I think it’s the thought of going back to work later this week. I was awake at four o’clock this morning worrying about it.


I was thinking, oh God, two more days and I’ll be back there.











Estate agent 


(20s)


I watch inspirational YouTube videos. I watched one – I can’t remember what it was called off the top of my head – it was a guy saying that the main thing in life is to be happy in your job. He’d done twelve jobs in one year before he found a job he liked. He went into IT, which is pretty cool.


I always take little bits of advice from these videos. He also said, ‘It’s not all about the money’ and ‘Work to live, not live to work.’


These are key things.


‘The world’s your oyster’, they also say that.


I’m twenty-six now. And from when I was in primary school, my dad worked hard. My parents and grandparents are from India. They came here when my dad was ten years old. They worked hard in bakeries. My grandad then started his own.


I remember my grandad saying that the first house he bought was like five grand. It’s crazy, because the same house now is like two-hundred-and-fifty grand.


My dad realized that property could be a good thing. He started buying and selling houses. He built up enough capital to buy a nice house. He then picked up a few buy-to-lets. My dad would take me to all the properties he was buying.


He’d say, ‘This needs doing, that needs doing.’


In 2008, interest rates went down, and he got a lot of properties cheap on interest-only mortgages. The rent he was getting on them was very good. I felt inspired.




– When you were younger, did you know what you wanted to do in your life?


No, not really. I knew I really wanted to make money. I’ve always been business-minded. I’ve always loved iPhones, Apple and Steve Jobs.


I studied business management.


I’ve also done a little bit of stocks and shares investing. I made a little money, and I lost a bit of money. I didn’t really know what I was getting into . . .


I’m not gonna lie. I got scammed. You get these Instagram messages.


One guy told me to download these investing apps and he made an account for me, which I found a bit odd. You put the money in there and then you never see the money again. They’re very clever in how they do it. When it happened, I felt ashamed, like a bit of a mug.


The only thing I’d invest in now is in property.


Someone said to me, ‘You can never go wrong with bricks and mortar.’


But I also went through a stage of gambling a lot, because I was trying to get the money back from being scammed.


I lost a lot of money gambling. I don’t know why I went to the casino.


I’d go at lunchtime from work, just pop in.


Four hundred pounds on roulette for no reason.


You transfer money from account to account.


And when you’re chasing the money, you could be in the casino for six, seven hours. I’ve been in the casino at 4 a.m. and it’s not a nice feeling. I have won money, hundreds of pounds, but I’ve lost two grand as well. ‘The house always wins.’


I do think Covid ruined my life. I started doing online gambling. I started drinking. I bought cans from the petrol station, and I’d go home and drink them. I was drinking five, six times a week. There was nothing else you could do.


With the gambling, I went to get a coffee one day when I was on furlough and I thought, I need to be a man and ban myself from these sites.




I’ve also had some support with my drinking. I still have a beer, but I’m not really much of a big drinker.


These days, I get to the office for 8.30 a.m. I turn my laptop on and say good morning to everyone. I check my emails and organize my whole day in my calendar.


From 9 a.m. until 11 a.m., I start calling clients, reminding them of viewings that they’ve got in the afternoon, dealing with maintenance issues, or calling leads – the people who’ve said they’re interested in a property on Rightmove or Zoopla.


From 12 p.m. until 1 p.m., I do a forty-minute workout, or a swim and sauna.


I met a guy yesterday in the sauna and he was like, ‘I’ve been dating this girl for six months and I’ve paid for every date.’


I said, ‘If that was me I’d halve each bill, even if you’ve got a lot of money, because we’re all humans.’


In the afternoon, it’s viewings for sales or lettings. It’s quite full-on.


This afternoon, for instance, I had six letting viewings with clients. With the lets viewings, I try to stay humble. I’ve seen a lot of people talk themselves out of a deal. They’ll talk a lot, promise a lot.


They’ll say, ‘The sofas will be gone. This’ll be gone. The landlord’s gonna do this for you, that for you.’


But the landlords sometimes don’t do a lot, so I don’t promise much, because at the end of the day it’s not my property.


At 3 p.m., I head back to the office and tie some deals up by putting offers forward. The main thing is getting the deals done. It’s a good feeling when you close a deal, but I’m so used to it now. The hype fades and you think, what else is there? What else can I do?


If you sell a house for three-hundred grand, then the estate agent probably gets 1 per cent and then I might get £250. Even a letting, if I let a property I get £80.


My income is about half and half commission and salary. The basic salary is £22,000 and I can do thirty in commission.




I also own an investment property. It’s got three flats and a commercial shop downstairs. My dad had really good contacts in the area. You can get some good deals with contacts.


My goal is to carry on working and try to build up more and more money, and more and more connections.


Some commercial shops might then become available and the seller will say, ‘Do you want to buy this off market?’


That’s the best way to get good deals.


– Your future is based on property prices rising. Do you ever worry about that?


I don’t worry. With tenants, your rental income is going to be there for ever, because some people will never be able to afford a house. Property is one of the best investments ever, the safest and the best. I won’t worry about house prices going down, because they always go back up.











Therapist and business owner 


(50s)


There’s nothing more intriguing to me than the human brain. I see my job as being a detective. Someone comes in. They’re experiencing a certain feeling that manifests in different ways. And my job is then to try to work out why they are as they are. Not putting a plaster on, but digging deeper to work out where these behaviours are coming from.
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