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For my parents, for everything.


And to anyone who has ever been made to feel they’re losing it completely.











At times, late on those nights when


the dancing, the slight intoxication,


my wild enthusiasm, everyone’s violent


unrestraint would fill me with a tired


and overwhelmed rapture, it would seem


to me – at the breaking point of fatigue


and for a second’s flash – that at last I


understood the secret of creatures and of


the world. But my fatigue would disappear


the next day, and with it the secret; I


would rush forth anew.


The Fall,


ALBERT CAMUS













PROLOGUE



OCTOBER 2020


I walked on tiptoes until I was ten years old.


My Achilles tendons are roughly a quarter of the length of other people’s, so I had to train my heels to touch the ground after I learnt to walk. My dad took me to the hospital appointments, and I remember sitting on a bed with a paper towel topping and a doctor stretching my legs to see what they would and wouldn’t do.


More than the hospital I remember walking around the streets of Falmouth with him afterwards, following his verbal instructions with my own. Tiny and with a blonde tangle of ringlets, saying, ‘Heel, toe, heel, toe, heel, toe,’ as he did, like it was a thrilling new game, which is how I learnt to walk like other people in the end.


I still walk on tiptoes sometimes, if I’m thinking about something else entirely, or trying to be quiet or invisible, like I got used to doing when my dad worked nights, later on, and was sleeping when my brother and I came home from school and we had to be as silent as possible until he woke up. In my twenties, I used tiptoes to sneak in or out of the flats I’d tried to make a home while different men slept or raged, quickly learning the creaks of the floorboards and avoiding them, but feeling like my heart beat louder than any step would groan if I trod on one.


The words still run through my head sometimes, silently, as though repeating heel, toe, heel, toe, heel, toe will get me through anything. Thinking that if that mantra taught me to walk on level ground when I was a child, that it might walk me through whatever uneven time I find myself in again. I wondered whether there was a metaphor in there for a while. Like being born with less of an Achilles tendon than other people might mean I had no Achilles heel, but I knew I did and I knew it came largely down to one man.


When I saw his name on my phone after almost ten years and felt my breath catch in shock and the ground shift beneath my feet, I knew I had two options. I could tiptoe unconsciously or fearfully through what was about to happen, or I could dig my heels in and repeat my heel, toe lines to myself again, knowing it was the harder, more painful way to walk, but understanding that silence wouldn’t achieve anything. If I’d learnt to walk once before when my body didn’t want to, I hoped that this time I could walk my mind to a place it didn’t want to go but needed to be.


I sat on my bed and breathed in, to stop myself tiptoeing to the kitchen to get a bottle of wine, which is what I felt like doing. I knew I needed to be completely sober when I sent this message, and I knew I’d only get one chance. I stayed where I was and felt the breath sink to my stomach and my jaw clench as I asked the man I hated more than anyone in the entire world for his email address, the muscles in my throat tightening and something like heat creeping into the corner of my eyes. I didn’t ask why he’d taken nine months to respond, I just waited, and when he gave me what I needed, I opened my email and asked if he had any idea what this was about.


An hour later, he told me it sounded serious, and I wondered whether he really could have no idea; whether that was even a possibility. But I knew he had to say that. I knew he was smart. And this could be evidence, if I ever wanted it to be. I wondered, as I had several times in the past nine months, whether he had read the message when I’d first sent it and had been deciding whether he should ever reply. I wondered about the power of the mind to block out memories completely for those who wanted to forget the past. I knew how powerful my own mind had been, most of the time, in building a wall and not looking over it to a house on the coast on New Year’s Eve, but I knew that I’d always known what was the other side, even if I never looked.


I took a deep breath and I started typing, not feverishly, but lucidly; more conscious than I’ve ever been. It took less than ten minutes, because I’d known for a long time what I should say. Then I read the message three times and pressed send, knowing I’d gone over every possibility of a reply and that I had a high chance of not getting what I wanted, or needed.


Even clearer than that was the knowledge that in the old days I would have sent it and gone straight out into the world and sought chaos. Drank and shouted conversation and chain-smoked and followed the night into the morning or the morning after so that I didn’t think about anything at all.


But I didn’t. Instead, I went downstairs with my heels as close to the ground as they’d go, thinking heel, toe, heel, toe, heel, toe. I put my trainers on and I walked the country lanes that wove around the blankets of fields near my parents’ house and I started sprinting.


I’d been running away from things for a long time, but it didn’t feel like I was running to escape anything this time. It felt like freedom. Like learning to walk.










1 TESTAMENT OF YOUTH



SUMMER 2014


Every generation seeks to define and understand itself, but I never thought mine would be given a war so fiercely personal and frighteningly public that forced us to sit with our identities in 2020, crystallising our own testament of youth as other generations had in post-war years.


A month after I turned thirty, a pandemic with many of the same conclusions of death, chaos, loss and revaluation either locked us into or threw us out of the lives we’d made and I felt my private life break down in the middle of a collective, public collapse. The main difference in this new war was that we weren’t waiting for bombs to drop and men to disappear, younger and younger, to the trenches. The danger was less tangible and we watched the generals in charge of our fate on TV, ordering Deliveroo for dinner so we didn’t have to risk our lives breathing an invisible virus that could kill us outside.


The slim reward of war, perhaps always, is perspective, and leaving the life I’d run towards since I left home at twenty gave me a distance that lit my last decade in clarity. I saw then that the society and culture in which my generation had lived was directly formed by, and was responsible for, the conditions we’d found ourselves in, which for me was a life of impermanence puffed to nothing in London. From my parents’ house in Bath the future seemed unimaginable and uncertain and with life in the present suspended, there was nowhere to go but backwards. To work out how I’d come to be locked in a pretty rental flat with a man I thought I’d marry but now realised I had to escape.


When London and the parties closed to me in March 2020, and I left everyone I knew behind me to flee the city in the midst of this new war, it was hard not to feel the past was more present than ever. I’d run from it for a decade, but now there was nowhere else to go.


In life, regardless of what you choose to do with it, there comes, inevitably, a time when people ask when you decided to do with yours what you did, and quite often the person asking is ourselves. But the flaw in the question is the idea that you can pin with the thin gold steel of certainty the moment of axis, decision or change. Thinking like that suggests the path you walked didn’t feel out of your control, or your consciousness entirely, most of the time.


I was twenty-three when I arrived in London in the autumn of 2013 to try to catch my life and pin it down. I was built then on fresh-faced naivety, ambition, adrenaline and a play of arrogance that disguised youthful insecurity and self-doubt. When I thought about who I wanted to be, it was in relation to who I didn’t, and a process of trial and error had left some fear in my eye, but more often a look of daring, because I also had faith. We were a generation pot-planted in meritocracy and watered daily with the idea of delayed gratification, and I believed in the promise that if we worked hard enough we could have it all, regardless of who we were and where we came from.


My mother said I knew before I’d even reached my first birthday what I wanted, and what I wanted was to be in the front seat. That meant arching my back anytime they tried to put me in the baby seat in the back, and just wailing until one of my parents took pity on me and let me sit up front with them. Who knows how quickly we become who we become, but I was being dangled off death slides by my dad before I was even old enough to climb the steps to the drop myself and I wanted to go on the fastest ride at the fair before I was ten. I went on them alone because my parents’ heads spun if they tried to accompany me and my younger brother seemed to have been born with the fear I didn’t have, as well as his own.


After my wild-child beginnings, I wanted light, having already seen darkness one morning at the start of my final school year, when I’d woken up prematurely frail and stopped going in entirely. Up until then I’d been a model, box-ticking student, ‘gifted and talented’ the letters that came through the door said, but the pressure, after fourteen years in an education system leathered by hard, academic drive, hit me like a train. Psychosomatically, I was immobilised and my attendance after that morning was zero.


My mum tried everything she could think of to work out what I needed using the same process of elimination that parents use to stop crying babies. I could talk, but I didn’t have the language to explain what was going on, so she bought vitamins that smelt like cat litter in case my plummeting mood was diet-related; boots because it was winter and she thought the rain was soaking through my shoes. Everyone felt worse when they had wet feet, she said. She brought home the schoolwork I was missing, and I taught myself alone in my bedroom, sitting on my bed like a sickly Victorian child as family members and friends arrived out of the blue to ask what was going on. They nodded, urged, or took me out to lunch, where they asked me about my biggest fears and, on one occasion, imparted a metaphor about a sports car driving up tight lanes that scratched the sides, which might or might not have been about mental health. It was hard to tell.


I was taken to two doctors, and I cried as much in front of a GP who said I was burnt out (not depressed, as others had wondered) as I did in front of the homeopathic one who asked me about my dreams. I cried at the kindness of friends who brought me a cake they’d made after school to try to make me feel better, seeing tragedy in the way the Smarties had run their colours all over the sponge. I cried from guilt when my mum had to take time off work, for second-hand stress. At a loss, my dad settled on a guilt trip that said I was hurting her by not going in, which only made it worse. My brain had become a bomb and being asked to do anything, or even get out of bed some days, made me melt into something close to hysteria.


In the mornings I would leave the house and wander around Bath alone, waiting for the pubs I looked old enough to drink in to open, then for my older boyfriend to finish work. Sid was a chef who worked doubles and had a break in the middle of the day, but there was always someone around, those that didn’t follow conventional routines for their own reasons. I swapped book recommendations with the drug dealers Sid knew, but found they mainly just liked The Alchemist, which seemed to be always on the bookshelves at the care homes they’d often grown up in. I’d started to feel so much like an outsider that I preferred to be around people who’d experienced raw, difficult life, feeling an empathy and shared understanding with underdogs, and having a chameleon-like ability to slot in anywhere which felt powerful, clever, helpful. I didn’t realise then how much of my sense of self was already being lost in this constantly morphing act. I was just whoever someone wanted me to be in the moment, like an actor in a dozen different parts, while underneath I felt hugely lost, and completely alone. When Sid went back for his evening shift, I went home and did my homework, and passed my exams fine in the end, but felt stared at in the exam hall I guess no one thought I’d return to.


When the head of sixth form told my mother that many students were already taking medication and having therapy to get them through their exams, I felt pure anger that we’d been pushed so hard in the first place. But I’d gone to a good, mixed, state comp and I didn’t believe for a second that it was operating in a uniquely harsh way. The teachers cared, and many were brilliant. The pressure came from governmental reforms to the curriculum and the idea that we should be pushed for the sake of results. The real result was that children were being made to believe that grades were a matter of life or death, which filled them with such anxiety they had to be drugged to enter the exam hall.


Later, I credited that time with making me fear failure less, because at uni I saw others fall apart harder and far from home. Failure to me then was not getting into Oxford, and getting AAB instead of straight As, even though I’d taught myself during my toughest year at school and got 100 per cent in an exam I’d been told I wouldn’t be allowed to take because of my poor attendance. Now I realise the fact I saw any of that as failure was absurd. It was the zeitgeist, and we were caught in a system in which we were expected to be everything, all of the time, and not break. When I’d fallen apart I was head girl, captain of a national-level sports team and persuaded to apply for one of the best universities in the world. The fact I fell apart then wasn’t a coincidence; my life was a pressure cooker.


The stress was said to be even worse at private schools; and worse still at expensive all-girls’ schools where perfect-girl syndrome raged and eating disorders were the plat-du-jour.


What the fuck’s going on? I thought, anarchy charging through me. Every school had become a dystopian bear pit where we were made to compete against each other in every area of our lives, reflections cast online thanks to a new social media that measured popularity and success in friend counts and vanity. It was the start of the selfie era.


Real connection in the new online spaces got lost, not only because boys who were too shy to say hello in the playground could talk to you on MSN for two hours after school (sowing the idea that online flirtation was as good as real-life romance) but because the important stuff, like the anxiety we felt about the constant competition, was squashed under the veneer of false happiness. We learnt while we were still teenagers that you presented online a picture of who you were pretending to be, and left the doubt and the fear and the confusion in your mind.


At school I felt different from everyone else there, especially the girls, who argued about GHDs and turned their back on me when I got a boyfriend in lower sixth and ‘left’ them. Many of them had grown up in Bath and gone to primary school together, their mothers all cliquey friends, while I’d left my childhood behind in Cornwall when I was eight, and didn’t feel tied to anyone or anything. By the time I was seventeen we’d moved seven times and I saw home and the people in the catchment areas around it as temporary. I couldn’t stand being left at new schools by my parents, who were the only constant in a shifting world of people and places. As my education finally neared its end, I felt a desperate need to get out of there and ennui weighed heavy until that summer when it was finally over.


Anxiety wasn’t even a word in our vocabularies back then, but my taste of the pressure made me try to avoid it in the years to come. I never stopped competing, just knew I’d duck out before I snapped again, because it wasn’t worth it.


Refusing to jump through hoops of fire and glass, I turned my back on convention and took two years out to live as unacademically as possible. I got a job in a restaurant in Bath and on lunch breaks I sat on the floor of the travel section in Waterstones staring at the spines of the world and wondering where I’d find life. Sid and I went all round Europe soon after I left school on Interrail tickets part-funded by his second job as one of Bath’s part-time coke dealers. He showed me how to mix narcotics with babies’ teething powder from Boots, then wrap it in tiny origami envelopes made from band fliers; mindfulness in a very unmindful task. The numbed gums of Bath’s middle-class addicts funded our entry to the Sistine Chapel and the Colosseum, the Louvre and Parc Güell as we covered fifteen cities in thirty days, staring up at the Brandenburg Gate and through the railings of the Spanish Riding School in Vienna as though we were looking through the doors of the world. I was an unlikely pseudo-gangster’s moll, but my eyes were wide that winter after the trapped confines of the classroom. I felt free.


The world seemed so enticingly open after a relentless school routine and I said yes to it all, feeling like I was starting to like this life thing again. Back in Bath, at the restaurant, I served the owners of a ski company in Méribel who got drunk at the table, said I had nice teeth and offered me a job as a chalet maid, so off Sid and I went, he cooking for twenty in the chalet we were assigned. We skied for a month before we were fired by the awful boss whose racist, homophobic views we’d failed to be sycophantic enough towards. ‘Hitler’ Sid called him to his reddening face before we left, marching around our snowy balcony in his ski gear like a Monty Python Nazi before we were sped out of there to the plane. ‘One month of skiing is more than enough anyway,’ I told Sid after we’d found our seats. ‘Repetitive as.’


Despite having nothing in common but a desire for excitement, Sid and I had been together more than two years before we finally broke up. I bought a ticket to Sydney from the money I’d made slogging in the restaurant we both worked at, not wanting to go back, and wondering what I should do in Australia when the transfer flight landed in Hong Kong. I had a panic attack and called my mum on a pay phone from the airport in the middle of the night to ask if she knew.


But in the hostels, I quickly found an international crowd of all ages, each of them looking for life, too, and settled into a motley crew of ever-changing people for three months, my chameleonising again helpful. By then I noticed it had become so extreme that people couldn’t guess my nationality any more, often assuming I was Russian, German or Iranian if they weren’t calling me Patsy (from Ab Fab). When the money ran out and I came home, I was ready to go to university, which now seemed safe after Melbourne’s worst bush fires in a decade and the distance from home that had made me feel small and vulnerable had also proved to me I could survive a lot more than I’d felt I could at seventeen.


Arriving at the University of Leeds in 2010 felt like I was returning to a mental health ward after a period of recovery. Those who’d come straight from school hadn’t yet learnt that failure didn’t kill you and were letting it rock them savagely, pressure redoubled if anything, because this was our last chance to prove ourselves before the real world. Suddenly I was comforting crying friends who’d dropped single marks on (first-class, unassessed) essays or having cognitive behavioural therapy and retaking a whole year because they’d been so paralysed by the idea of handing in anything less than perfect. Perfectionism was destroying us, I thought as I skipped lectures again to watch Jeremy Kyle and drink Carlsberg with my flatmate in halls. Years later we were described as generation medication as well as generation perfection and I wasn’t surprised at all – the latter being the reason behind the former.


A spate of suicides at Russell Group universities embodied the pressure. Bristol, a known second choice for those who’d failed to get into Oxbridge, was one of the worst and suffered several casualties, and in Birmingham, a friend of a friend jumped out of the fourth-storey window of the library, unable to deal with the weight of being the top of his year. The words ‘student welfare’ were bandied about, but little changed, and lower down the ladder, then education secretary Michael Gove’s plans to make GCSEs ‘more challenging, more ambitious and more rigorous’ made me shudder, knowing about the antidepressant-swallowing kids who saw the goalposts move constantly; the increased pressure to achieve it all and make it look easy. The paralysing fear of hitting the bar.


Between 2010 and 2011, 43.3 million prescriptions for antidepressants were being signed, a 28 per cent increase from just three years earlier, according to a Guardian article. Amongst children and young people, prescriptions for the same drugs were also rising annually and were up by 15 per cent in England between 2016 and 2018. While the recession was being part-blamed for the rise in adult use, the increase in the number of children on medication was reasoned to be the fault partly of longer waits for mental health services.


Meanwhile, everyone around me seemed to be telling themselves that ruined mental health was a worthwhile by-product of success, knowing that when pretty much everyone went to university you had to do more before, during and after it to stand out. Combined with this need to achieve, and lurking behind the almost religious idea of meritocracy, there was a suspicion floating around like a conspiracy theory that the job market we’d be landing in was a ghost town.


Ahead of me, my friend Anna had graduated with a 2:1 in international relations but despite applying for many jobs for which she was more than qualified, she was now shelf-stacking in Boots. Her boyfriend Danny was working at Jamie’s Italian in Gatwick airport where he served beers and burgers to on-the-piss holidaymakers at 6 a.m., knowing they’d get closer to the planes than he would, despite his engineering degree. Everyone that left university said you didn’t feel like you had a minute to get one foot in the door before another batch of graduates were churned out into a depleted job market damaged by the recession. In 2008, when the economic crash was fuelling unemployment and austerity, I’d just left school, and by the time I left university in 2013, the downturn still wasn’t over. That made people in their final year start MAs out of pure, procrastinating fear, and while I told myself that I didn’t fear failure any more, the truth was that the world we were washing up into looked tough as hell. Watching those rush into the world ahead of me felt like watching soldiers running at barbed wire.


I didn’t know until my final year at Leeds that I wanted to be a journalist, worrying I wasn’t cut-throat enough, but again, I was working out what I wanted to do by what I didn’t and I didn’t want to write press releases about leggings made of tree sap that encouraged weight loss while you walked, or anything else I’d done during one of myriad work-experience weeks in PR offices during the holidays.


Instead I moved into the student newspaper office, which smelt of chicken chow mien, and began begging interviews from anyone I thought was interesting, hoping tapas with Howard Marks, coffee with Alastair Campbell, sushi with Mariella Frostrup, muffins with Caitlin Moran and a taxi to The One Show with Jay Rayner might help get me to Fleet Street more quickly than Icelandic fiction with Professor Bat. Nothing comes of nothing, I told myself, having memorised a single line of King Lear from the seven different versions I was studying in another module.


It was my unconventional friendship with one of my professors that helped most during that time. When I needed a steadying older influence in the face of such uncertainty, I found it in Everleigh, as I immediately and exclusively referred to him. Having barely known any of my grandparents, I found in Everleigh the kind of unconditional support other people had from blood relations two generations above. My last remaining grandparent died in Fresher’s Week, and then there Everleigh was.


‘What do you talk about?’ friends my own age asked, unable to imagine how I could drink and chat for hours with a grumpy lecturer in his mid-sixties who berated us for not turning up to seminars (or if we did, for not having done the reading).


‘Anything,’ I said. ‘Everything.’


We sat in the musty, crepuscular light of Whitelock’s, a pub where seventeenth-century poets had drunk hideously warm ales before us, eaten fish and chips (maybe) and discussed love, death, relationships, London, culture, education and politics (almost definitely). I loved our lunches because during them I heard from him how things used to be, while he listened to how they were now. ‘Egg freezing,’ he’d say. ‘Tell me what you think about it because for my generation it’s almost Frankensteinian.’


Everleigh didn’t go anywhere after I left Leeds, and we emailed regularly as the years flew on, or met in Lunnon (as he called it when deviating from ‘the Great Wren’) where he was often at the British Library for research, messaging me from amongst the bookshelves to say he was surrounded by excessively tedious scholars and craving a drink already, at 12.30 p.m. Later he’d stare at the jam jars our drinks had been served in at some hip venue I’d picked and say the too-loud music was at least antidote to Thomas Creede. ‘Who?’ I said. ‘Don’t ask,’ he replied.


Our communications reflected, as time went by, his retirement, fears of old age, the birth of his first grandchild and the funerals of friends, while mine included negotiations with jobs, housing and relationships, and the first marriages and children of my contemporaries.


‘Which one’s this?’ he asked of new men, trying to keep up with the four serious boyfriends and two casuals I’d had by twenty-three, as I tested the waters of what life could be like via the lives others had carved for themselves. The only thing my boyfriends had in common was that they were all older, evidence I was always chasing the future, perhaps, and wanted to see what was ahead.


At sixteen I’d learnt Normal People-love was escapist with a trainee fireman who carried me up the hills of Bath in exchange for doing his homework, and then at seventeen there was Sid who taught me to cut lines and onions. At twenty I realised how much people feared Monday mornings through a city lawyer in London who was so stressed on Sundays he drank a crate of strawberry cider and watched Blue Planet to calm down. A brown bottle of herbal anxiety pills stood on his dresser and as we slept he had nightmares, shouting and flailing and accidentally hitting me in the face. Jonnie showed me what being driven by money looked like, because we both knew he’d never leave his six-figure salary despite the furious tension constantly raging in his office: iPhones smashed at desks over lost deals and stories of people ‘getting out’ to start boar farms in Kent. I saw my first heartbreak with him, too, when he stopped running along train platforms every time I had to leave, his hand jammed through the window as though we were in a black-and-white film, and broke up with me instead, the day before my twenty-first birthday, which is also when I learnt to cry in the shower, to hide the sound. I bought a puppy called Alfie with my student loan to get over him, and Jonnie bought a Maserati, but pet therapy calmed me much more than 100 mph.


As did human affection, I found, via a boy called Sam who worked the bar of the restaurant I waitressed at in Leeds. He was a photography student who enveloped me in a 6ft 4in embrace, seeming to like me a lot just as I was, despite the fact I launched my door keys out of the fourth-storey window so he could let himself in; a show of not caring that hid the fact I expected to get hurt. It was him I messaged from Thailand that summer when I fell off a motorbike and had forty stitches up one side of my body. Three years later Sam and I would be in love, but I didn’t know that yet.


In the meantime I turned twenty-one and allowed myself to be picked up in Bristol by an organic wine salesman who quickly took me home to meet someone called ‘Granny’ because he was about to inherit a family house so historically important it was half managed by the National Trust. For that – I learnt – he was expected to have a wife, and as we toured the house in our pyjamas, walking its three wings amongst paying visitors to closed-off rooms where Guy Fawkes’ associates had once sat, I learnt it wouldn’t be me. His life didn’t feel like mine either, and he seemed to have the mildly amusing idea he was rescuing me from poverty, I realised, when he drove to Bath to give me a Christmas stocking, shocked I didn’t get one at twenty-one, which made me feel like Oliver Twist until I opened it, and realised it was full of gin and G-strings more worthy of Moll Flanders. He taught me privilege didn’t make you clever, and that men don’t know what a size 8 looks like. The underwear, when I tried it on, cut me like a cheese wire through Brie.


By twenty-two, I was seeing a teaching assistant from Bath who had better conversation but walked around his mother’s house, naked, writing me poetry about love that transcended the M1, which wasn’t for me either.


Then, at twenty-three, just when I was wondering where love was, I met Liam, a musician who was everything. Maybe we don’t forget the first summer after we graduate, whoever it’s spent with and wherever that is; the freedom itself as alluring as anyone in it. The world seems so full of possibility, with everything ahead and yours to decide what to try to do with it, and I was addicted then to our world in his flat, his movements, black coffee, exploding laugh, hair smelling like tea tree, glinting eyes; sometimes pouty, often grinning. He shook off compliments, but I was head over heels as I watched the sea billow out from the beach from his front room, and the dogwalkers gather below in Regency Square, wondering if they knew a life – mine – was about to start above them.


After five years of circling each other with mutual interest in Bath, we’d finally fallen for and at each other over Christmas in my final year in a red, old-fashioned phone box that’s windows steamed up as much as we did inside and made us quote a Larkin line about staggering skirmishes in telephone booths ever after – and by the summer we’d been together six months and I was spending most of my now purposeless time at his flat in Brighton watching his routine unfold as he carried his cafetière reluctantly to a desk to make the first cold calls of the day. I moved sleepily to the sofa to lie cocooned in a duvet that smelt of sex, then listened to him babble before getting bored, picking up a guitar, playing a few chords, then poking his head around the door and screeching ‘Squirrel Nutkin’ at me as though we were Beatrix Potter characters, with a huge smile on his face. He’d give me a kiss, scuttle about the kitchen, then pluck something off the bookcase and hand it to me before retreating back to the job that depressed him.


This view of working life, the idea that you had to wait years for a career that made you happy to take off, gratification always out of reach, worried me, and Liam took antidepressants to handle it on top of grief from other things. He was the second serious boyfriend I’d had who relied on prescription medication to survive their current, day-to-day life and when Liam ran out of pills, I walked across Regency Square to the pharmacy with his passport in my pocket to pick up the prescription, hoping I wouldn’t one day need one, too. On the other side of the square a man in Reebok trainers soliloquised on a mattress as strewn with rubbish as Tracey Emin’s bed, and I felt the total, wonderful freedom of empty days that I knew would be filled with routine as soon as I got a job, while the idea that I might need a prescription to cope with it worried me as much as Jonnie’s nightmares.


The Jurassic Park sounds of bin lorries rattled around the houses as I walked up Preston Street thinking that maybe you gravitated towards people who’d touched darkness if you’d ever seen it yourself. I’d started to feel like I saw it easily in others now, like it left a different look in your eye, and I wondered if I’d have been able to see it in my grandmother’s eyes if she hadn’t decided she couldn’t go on any more when my mum was the age I was now.


‘Can I have one?’ I joked of the pills when I got back to the flat, seeing he was embarrassed to be handed the white paper bag, and he gave me a look of surprise that was almost hard and sceptical. ‘You know you can lean on me, don’t you?’ I said, but he said he didn’t want to and I knew he felt it too much of a risk to rely on anyone who might leave.


Maybe if I hadn’t said that, he wouldn’t have broken up with me a few weeks later, on that street I’d walked to the chemist, saying it wasn’t working and other things, probably, that I failed to hear in the shock, and there was nothing to do but pack my bag and make the meandering, three-hour journey back to Bath on the train, trying not to cry. At the other end I called, and he didn’t answer, and I guess I learnt then how quickly you can be locked out of love, and I felt so stupid for trying to let someone in after Jonnie. For letting myself be hurt again, this much. What did you expect? I thought savagely, through the tears.


I looked desperately for clues about why I’d been cut out of Liam’s life in Alain de Botton’s Essays in Love which he had given me for Valentine’s Day, and I read that people say ‘I love you’ when they want to hear it back, thinking he must have never loved me at all. Then I looked for insight into depression in William Styron’s Darkness Visible and absorbed it feverishly, reading that being with someone when they’re in the throes of blackness is like standing on a shore watching someone drowning, unreachable, and I felt the same. I read his tiny scrawled dedication in Keep the Aspidistra Flying a hundred times, not realising it was an analogy for the London I was about to enter, alone.


Six years later Liam told me it had been hard watching me about to make it, which I hadn’t felt was happening at all, and I saw how we really did feel pitted against each other, always, even in love, when the zeitgeist of competition made others’ success or ambition fuel our own jealousy and self-doubt.


If I’d known that at the time, it might have helped, because I only felt smashed into a thousand pieces, and I wondered what made our private world and language, what made me, so unworth fighting for. I wondered whether relationships were just about getting used to someone else being around all the time, and trying not to feel empty when they were gone. But when you know everything about someone: their movements, range of voices, worries, previous life, and were used to seeing their name on your phone screen all day long, a void is all there is. As I called him, despair was hearing the phone ringing and left unanswered in a world that now didn’t exist.


Desperate not to feel like I did when I was seventeen again, I ran the country lanes around my parents’ house until my legs shook, my head tripped with faintness and the air cut out of me in rasping breaths like blades. Relief was not being able to cry any more, and the pain injected in my side was a comfort, because it meant something was changing. I couldn’t have been impressive enough, thin enough, nice enough, I thought, and my weight dropped as I took grief out on my body, wishing more than anything that I was tiny and cute and 5ft 2 or something else that was easier to look after.


Back home I fished a beer can from the fridge and felt the cold burn like static on my hot fingers, carrying it upstairs and drinking it in the bath until the water turned cold and my emotions quietened, blanketed by alcohol that overrode sadness until I could sleep. I couldn’t stand feeling vulnerable, and didn’t realise vulnerability is exactly what I hadn’t shown Liam, or anyone else, when we were together, which might have saved us. When he’d told me what scared him, I said nothing scared me with a kind of dreadful irony that kept silent the fact that lots did and had already, I was just too scared to say what.


Instead, I resorted to well-worn, fuck-you post-break-up tactics and felt even more driven to make it. He’ll miss me when I’m famous, I thought, or at least successful. Or maybe half-successful, and thinner, I negotiated, using ambition for distraction because I thought about him all the time and didn’t want to anymore.


To earn money for a life I was desperate to hurry up and happen, I went back to the secondary school I’d left prematurely, enduring minor PTSD to paint the walls of the classrooms for another year of fresh-faced kids I hoped wouldn’t break like I had.


Then in August, the interviews I’d done in Leeds began to attract some attention, and I was given a week at the Guardian to prove myself worthy of a job offer, sofa surfing the spare rooms of people my mum had known at uni and had to have a glass of wine before phoning to ask if I could stay. I commuted nervously to King’s Cross where, at the Guardian’s offices, I sat at a desk covered in someone else’s toppling papers, Googling: ‘What’s an MP?’ while another young woman opposite me answered the phone with the words: ‘Hello, Greggs. I MEAN THE GUARDIAN.’


‘Greggs’, as I thought of her from then on, had won a place on a scholarship scheme at City University, where everyone who could afford it did an MA in journalism before trying to worm their way onto the few remaining grad schemes at the nationals. But her MA had in turn only won her two casual shifts a week at the paper, so she had to offset the lowly pay by flogging sausage rolls at Greggs for minimum wage, too.


My job was to call as many MPs as it took to persuade eight to tell me whether they were worth a recent pay rise to £66,000, so I thought I’d better find out what they were supposed to be doing for it first. Fucking politics, I thought, like a placard-wielding punk.


‘How’s it going?’ Greggs asked.


‘Edwina Currie paused our conversation to pick up dog shit,’ I told her. ‘I assume it was her dog but – yeah.’


She laughed. In actual fact, I had quotes from six MPs (past, present and I’m A Celebrity MPs like Nadine Dorries included), which meant I needed two more if the feature was going to lead to a job. That hadn’t been said, but I understood my week in the office wasn’t dissimilar to the trial shifts I’d done in restaurants where you just had to smile and not drop anything.


Later that night I kicked my wheely suitcase back to King’s Cross buoyed on the cheap red wine Greggs and I had raised to each other across other people’s desks as the evening darkened, musing half-drunkenly that we’d probably live together if I got the job. She’d return home from work on the Greggs days with out-of-date pastries and we’d commute to London from a hovel near Shipley that still had an electricity metre, I considered. Our neighbours would probably be in a domestically violent relationship but we’d learn to shape sausage rolls into twenty-pence-shaped pieces and plug those into the metre so we could read game-changing law policy across the puff pastry light, I thought, as my bag jammed in a crack in the pavement and the reverie shattered.


I remembered Liam then and wished I was getting a train to Brighton instead of back to Bath, knowing he’d find it funny that I’d spent a week in The Thick of It and wishing I could still talk to him. Then I cursed Bath’s MP Don Foster for the tenth time that week for refusing to help me with a comment. I’d met him at school and he’d been sycophantic enough for the photo ops. But what was the point of celebrating youth if you were then unwilling to help a single part of it get somewhere when they needed you, I wondered?





Sir Peter Bottomley woke me up the next morning, and I got my eight MPs and my first feature in a national paper (and therefore my first pay cheque: £400) despite Foster. Then I got a job offer, some weeks later: two days a week, the same as Greggs. But I couldn’t afford to take it, knowing no estate agent would accept a casual contract paying £200 a week as assurance I could magic three to four times that in rent. Now the classrooms were painted, I sat on the reception of my old school, slyly reading Alan Bennett under the desk, and wondering with disdain what pushing myself to the point of breakdown had all been for if it was this?


In Leeds I’d imagined I only had to be stronger, better and more imaginative to make it in a harder world, seeing the route to Fleet Street as though on a satnav screen that automatically recalibrated when a road was closed. I’d failed my driving test twice, so that was as far as my road analogy went, but for those failures I blamed the phobia my rugby prop of a driving instructor had given me, his weight rolling the car downhill every time I tried to start it. That felt like a metaphor now I was trying to drive to the start of my life and felt the car stalling often; roads ahead closing every time I changed direction.


I needed to shift gear, I thought, thinking that a second job offer (preferably not at Greggs) might mean I could take the Guardian one and afford London, where all the national papers were based. I’d spent a week at another national newspaper earlier in the summer covering someone’s holiday, and so I went back to the quick-talking Gillian Anderson lookalike who’d been in charge of me then, dreaming that she’d take my fate in her hands.


But she had a different idea, I realised. ‘Pitch,’ she emailed, and then a minute later my phone rang with her name.


‘What can you write?’ she asked, as I stood in the playground of my old school trying to think of anything I had to say. Anything that felt important. The answer, I realised, was staring right at me. So I gave her my story so far: the pressure and the competition and the exhaustion and…


‘When can you write it?’ she said.





A week later I was on the cover of the features section and Gillian Anderson called back to ask if I could now do a British version of a viral New York Times piece. Sex on Campus: the female perspective, and that, I thought, would be easy. Within a month, she’d told me to come up and start work. Now all I needed was a flat.









Dear Lucy,


I have incorporated a quotation from Lucy Holden in tomorrow’s lecture on Sidney. ‘University is a massively sexed-up school camp, and while it used to be widely considered that men were the chief authors of any liaisons dangereuses, it is girls who now hold all the cards.’ Which does indeed fit with the argument that the sonnet lover is abject before the woman he celebrates.


The other feature made me think. Why didn’t I, or most of my contemporaries in the dim and distant past, feel as pressured as your generation?


I wonder if the answer is that ‘pressure’ actually comes from everywhere except the ‘good’ internal pressure that leads one to want to do a task well. In the olden days the 11+ was a particular site of anxiety, but the fetishisation of marks and league tables have created that atmosphere of desperate competitiveness which has stifled teaching, making it ever more exam focused and children have internalised that sterile competitiveness perhaps.


The same triumph of league tables over actual, real value is also now firmly embedded in the staff world: get more grants/better student assessment/better scores/be in the top x of international league table etc. etc.


Does this opinion from a geriatric make sense?


Best wishes and good luck arriving in the Great Wren,


Everleigh










2 GIRLS OF SLENDER MEANS



So there I was, finally in London, twenty-three years old and as extraordinary and ordinary as everyone else who’d just landed in the capital trying to find their future. My life so far was already drawn in my appearance: my tiptoe walk, bike crash scars and a broken nose from defending a friend in a fight at fifteen. ‘The wild streets of Bath,’ people said. ‘The fucking Bronx,’ I agreed, still having the dent of the girl’s ring visible on the bridge of my nose to prove it and occasionally still wondering if I should have tried to hit her back.


I’m straightening my hair religiously because I think it makes my face look thinner and I’m told constantly (by men) that I’m tall for a girl, and that I’m funny in a tone that suggests it’s surprising. I can chameleonise anywhere as long as it’s not a place with rules. I’m quietly ruthless because people have been ruthless with me, and I do nothing by halves because my generation knows it can’t afford to. I drink too much, want to work too hard, know rent’s going to ruin me, but my parents are proud as hell that I’ve landed a job at one of the most famous newspapers in the world.


If we’d stayed in Cornwall maybe I’d have still been happy amongst the waves, but in London I was going to make it, I thought, considering myself halfway there because I knew what a pisco sour was and owned a pair of Chanel boots, even if they were an apology from the city lawyer who never answered his phone and which didn’t suit me at all. They were still Chanel, I considered, regretting not accepting the other lavish presents he’d tried to buy me back with after messing me around, but still cringing about the hyperventilating, eight-minute voicemail I’d left him after we’d broken up and my cat got run over.


When I made it, things would be different, I told myself: I’d not have nightmares or need to drink crates of cider on Sundays. I’d not need to pop meds to get by and I’d not give a fuck when a cat died or a man dumped me. I’d not give a fuck in Chanel.


In our newly acquired flat, Welly – a friend from Bath who’d moved up with me – and I sat in the kitchen of our new world staring at a large section of wall that had been covered over with wrapping paper like a moving-in present.


‘What do you think is behind that?’ I asked him.


‘Previous tenants?’ he said, shaking floppy blond hair out of his face.


‘Lovely,’ I said, going to the fridge to open the only thing in it, a bottle of wine.


It was move-in day and this was the last place we’d seen during a boiling summer’s day viewing London’s expensive dumps. It was nice – bar the wrapping paper and the mice and the snails in my bedroom – but we would’ve signed anywhere at that point, just to end the search.


‘You won’t find better than this,’ an estate agent with a 2-4-1-cocktails face told us when we’d looked around, and we didn’t doubt it, having already viewed one flat in complete darkness, that estate agent prodding what looked like a festering sleeping bag, but might have been a corpse, with his clipboard. ‘We’ll get lightbulbs when you move in,’ he’d said as we shook our heads.


So, at the Hunger Games-style viewing we’d walked into in Clapham we’d stared at a chapped patio the size of a Tokyo train station sushi bar, then at the faces of the other millennials broken from the hunt, and collared the Burton-suited boy agent to tell him we’d take it. He leaned mock-conspiratorially on the neighbour’s front hedge and slid through fake density.


‘The landlord would favour a two-year contract…’ he said, brushing dirt off his shoulder like a nylon Jay-Z.


‘Fine,’ we said, as he shook Welly’s hand and failed to extend his to mine. I’d known he had a pseudo-feminist jug of Woo Woo written all over him.


The only slight problem was that it was a three-bed flat, so I’d persuaded Danny and Anna to join us from Brighton, where Anna was growing ever more depressed shelf-stacking at Boots, and as I clunked my wine glass against Welly’s, I just hoped they’d like each other. I already knew Welly and Danny were polar opposites, although I hadn’t known they’d have exactly the same taste in women: Anna.


I thought it would save us all, that flat, and when the others arrived we descended upon our new local pub feeling like it was us against the world.





The smell of printing had left Fleet Street when I arrived, mainly because Fleet Street had left Fleet Street, but I’d done my homework and read Towards the End of the Morning, half of Andrew Marr’s My Trade and Scoop, twice.


On my first day at the newspaper Gillian Anderson had got me onto, I went swaggering through a shimmering marina of mini yachts feeling like it was better than the books, if anything. It looked more like Cannes and, behind the docks, the Tower of London loomed with beautiful, brutal history; a world-famous site, calm and solid amongst streets of beeping buses and the grey commuters on Tower Hill. As I floated along, I wondered if this was the day I’d meet the editor, be accidentally sent to a war zone, foil reporters by leaving ‘out of order’ signs in phone boxes, or find the centenarian Nature Notes writer sleeping at his desk as the characters in my new favourite books had.


The paper had offered four days a week’s work if I didn’t go to the Guardian, but to my consternation, my main job when I got to the features section each day was to pretend to be on work experience. An atmosphere of redundancy hung in the air and the bank of desks I was told to sit on was crowded with the ghosts of expensive, more experienced writers.


‘Don’t tell anyone why you’re here. Absorb everything,’ I was told, so I read the papers as inconspicuously as possible feeling like a mole with no idea what I was looking for.


In the newspaper world, no day was the same and the lack of certainty appealed to my belief that I got bored fast. As I was dispatched to Waitrose for intrepid investigation (which brand of quinoa had the most salt in it, for example), I leapt from my desk with as much vim as a war reporter and, standing in front of hundreds of packets of grain, tried to work out the answer to the other question demanded by Gillian Anderson: ‘What are millennials doing at the moment? What do you do?’


It seemed ridiculously hard to answer, but I’d already heard that ideas were currency, so I wrote it down and stared at the words, wondering how to get rich quick.


The fact I considered myself a bit of a chancer, and knowing I’d come in through the back door, made me feel so disposable I was essentially waiting each day to be fired, not realising I was as cheap as an editor’s lunch and therefore semi-pointless to let go anyway. But knowing how many other graduates would kill to be in my place made me feel I could be replaced quickly and easily and the ingrained idea that we were supposed to have it all and make it look effortless worried me when I had no idea what I was doing. Imposter syndrome was high and heightened further by the fact I seemed to have landed in a press version of Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy, my role a secret and most people ignoring me entirely.





Still, it was better to be invisible on a national paper than at the Truro Daily Express Online Bi-annual, or any of the other end-of-the-world publications my mum had been suggesting might be more realistic places to start a career all summer. Invisibility is a good thing, I tried to pep-talk myself, not something that puts you on edge.


On top of that there was just the pure adrenaline of watching tomorrow’s news being decided in conference rooms overlooking St Pauls, the deputy editor, a famous Fleet Street name, taking his place at the head of the table to slash and celebrate ideas that were carried to him like mice from the cats of each section. To his right, slouched a sidekick from online; online news booming in the wake of declining print sales and draping in glory anyone who could manage a laptop better than an editor triple their age.


Online was up first that morning, I saw, as a video projected cinematically onto a large screen behind the editor.


‘A rat carrying a piece of pizza through New York has gone viral,’ Online told the room, as a rodent dragging a slice of pepperoni through the streets was met with rolling laughter. ‘It’s raised lots of questions about whether he was carrying it home for himself, whether it was for family consumption or whether he was in fact a delivery rodent.’


The deputy pulled a face as the rest of the room remained hypnotised.


‘I don’t want to see that again, it was disgusting,’ the deputy editor concluded, and the screen flicked to the next offering.


‘Donald Trump and vegetables are trending online,’ a pictures editor continued. ‘This corn on the cob was compared to Donald Trump’s hair,’ they explained, following the corn with a picture of a potato, which did also bear a remarkable resemblance to the future president’s face and won a laugh from the boss.


Then there was an affair between someone and someone else that was ‘quite fun’ one of the desks added, and Science reported that if you sit down all day you should fidget to live longer. In other news, a billionaire’s whole family had been struck down by Lyme disease.


‘How do you know if you’ve got Lyme disease?’ asked Arts.


‘The GPs are really going to thank us, aren’t they?’ commented a leader writer.


‘Yes, and the hypochondriacs,’ the deputy boomed.


‘The head of the British Pig Association has just died,’ someone said, looking at their phone.


‘Now you’re just being troublesome,’ the deputy said.


‘I swear he just died!’


‘What, of Lyme disease?’


‘Don’t think so.’


Foreign reported that it wasn’t a great PR moment for Isis, who’d released ten videos in the last week to try to dissuade extremists from returning to Europe on migrant boats, and the deputy asked who the goodies and the baddies were in a fight in Kashmir.


‘Good news for Bay City Rollers fans,’ the arts editor told the room when we finally got to features. ‘They are reforming after thirty-five years.’


‘Do you think they’ll wear the trousers?’ asked the head of news.


‘And the wigs?’ said someone else.


‘M and S used to sell BCR knickers,’ added the deputy.


‘I don’t remember that,’ the head of news said.


Fashion offered the sexy makeover of the midi heel, AKA the MI5 heel apparently worn by back-office spies, and the rise of the biker cardie, to the sound of male sniggers, and we were done.


‘What did you think?’ my editor asked as we filed out an hour and a half later.


‘Amazing,’ I breathed, as though we’d just left the theatre. She snorted. Conference was the bane of editors’ lives and as we walked back to our desks, I watched the reporters scan their superiors’ faces to gauge the severity of the daily task; sly drips of sweat revealing they’d snuck off to the gym to pelt 5K on a treadmill in an understanding that they’d not leave the office before 7 p.m. and would miss their children’s bedtimes if they hit the gym after work.


Back at my desk, conference was helping the list I was making of subjects the paper liked and loathed, and I added ‘rats/pizza rats’ to the no-go list, which already included: trashy celebs (Kardashians), reality TV, non-British stuff, anyone parents wouldn’t have heard of, drugs, clubs, vegans and J. K. Rowling.


On the approved list was: royals, posh (anything), millionaires, millennials, Michelin star meatballs, old stuff (if cool again – i.e. knitting, the WI), dogs, cat cafes, supermodels, Aldi and sex.


Later, when Prince Harry was seen tumbling out of a high-end club on Sloane Square and I was told to work nocturnally for a piece on the posh party scene, I saw how influence and celebrity made trends. Nightclubs plus royals were fine, just not clubs without them, I realised as my flatmates and I descended on Tonteria, where Will, Kate and Harry had all been spotted on previous nights. Inside the Day of the Dead-inspired club we were plonked on a table with a centrepiece of iced vodka. A miniature train running on a railway above our heads delivered shots while lingerie-clad women danced with men in gimp masks, and we agreed we could see why Harry liked it. How to party like a royal was summed up later in the week when I woke up after a night at a Russian vodka and caviar club opposite Kensington Palace with caviar in my shoes, feeling more like Princess Margaret than I’d ever imagined possible.


Being treated like royalty in the evenings made the squalor we lived in more disorientating. At home, I was woken up by a bailiff called Darren banging on the door, wanting to know why we weren’t paying the council tax, despite the fact Welly had been receiving shares from the three of us each month. ‘Oops,’ he said, thinking he’d set up a direct debit but clearly not being taught much life-skill at his expensive school. I looked around his room at the boxes of leaflets and badges bearing the logo of his latest bizarre business idea and wondered whether we were paying for it. He was as lost as I felt, really, but the difference was that someone else seemed to be covering the costs of his identity crisis.


‘He must get an allowance,’ my mum said.


‘Has anyone been given an allowance since the eighteenth century?’ I asked her.


‘Maybe stocks and shares,’ she said.


After Liam I’d started seeing Sam, the bartender I’d dated in Leeds, again and it was just us and Anna and Danny in the flat a lot of the time as Welly went on culinary tours of pasta regions or attended fine art courses in Florence where girls seemed to meet him and throw themselves in the Arno. His confusion around who he was and what he wanted to do seemed to be mirrored in romance and he fell in and out of love fast enough to almost drown people. Other weeks he was busy setting up Ghanaian food stalls or some such, and I avoided asking if he’d actually been to Africa. He was a fit Tim Nice But Dim-type who made expensive boarding schools look like the most colossal waste of resources, and making the rest of us even gladder we’d gone to state schools where we’d been allowed to keep at least one foot on the ground.


Sam, who was commuting from Birmingham to see me, was doing well in piecing my heart back together for a second time and slowly I was learning that I didn’t have to keep men at a distance. ‘I love you so much I’d walk through a shark tank covered in blood with dogs biting my hands and lions chasing me just to look at someone whose friend once went to a shop where you’d bought a can of Coke,’ he said, which was niche romance, but romance nonetheless. At work I’d had to edit a feature on a new dating app called Tinder, wondering whether it would ever take off but glad not to have to be on it and find out.


During degenerate weekends the four of us gallivanted around London feeling invincible but however late we got home, Danny’s chubby Northern face woke me early on Sundays, grinning a few millimetres from mine. Three years in the making, this relationship with Sam, and we still couldn’t have sex in the morning, I’d think, every time I saw Danny’s face.


‘What time is it?’ I’d groan on those occasions.


‘Eight thirty.’


‘Jesus Christ.’


‘I wake up early.’


‘Well don’t.’


He handed me a four-pint carton of semi-skimmed as Sam’s eyes remained determinedly shut.


‘What is it?’ I asked him.


‘White Russian. Mixed it straight in.’


I took a swig, then stuck my tongue out to air it, vodka rippling on my taste buds like high voltage.


‘What time were we in bed?’


‘Four a.m. or summit.’


I had vague memories then of Anna and I having a squashed bath in bikinis and sunglasses, while the boys sat scrunched on the floor beside us trying to remember the name of that guy from SMart whose girlfriend died coked-up in the bath. It might have been sexy if the bathroom didn’t look like the peeling inside of a skip. In the bath, our limbs stuck out at Cubist right angles like the mangled limbs in Guernica.


Consciousness resented me in the aftermath. Our war: Monday morning. But having learnt to drink for confidence when I was a shy teenager, drinks had become magic tricks that made anything more exciting when we couldn’t afford to go out, piling instead onto the sofa to drink cheap white wine and illegally streaming whatever show everyone was talking about, then tottering to Sainsbury’s with Danny’s Sonic the Hedgehog piggy bank when we ran out of booze. Alcohol was an activity in itself for a generation as broke and lost as ours but I was happy then, in a house of friends. We were a generation of binge drinkers obsessed with the moment because we couldn’t see the future, but who blamed us when we were pitted against each other in every corner and denied permanence in every field.


Sam enveloped me in love after White Russian Sundays when fatigue made me dread work, despite the fact I loved my job and was proud of having started at the top paper in London, albeit on the bottom rung. The nervousness I felt at the end of the weekend was connected to the fraudulent feeling that my swanky office was nicer than my flat, I guess, and knowing that during the week PRs swirled me around heady London venues that I couldn’t afford to visit at the weekends. I’d begun to wonder whether we were all just pretending in our twenties while we waited to turn into who we wanted to be, but it made me feel uneasy, waiting to fit into the scene.


Monday mornings were easier if Tailor – the most boring sub in the office whose nickname I’d devised from the ‘personality’ he tried to express in garish socks – wasn’t in my Tube carriage. I could maintain the wonder, then, at huddling twelve-deep with the other commuters and squeezing myself into the space like toothpaste. Tailor lived two stops down the line and never failed to shroud a morning in negativity by telling me south London/London/the paper/journalism/life wasn’t what it used to be. He most certainly didn’t have the look of a man who would enjoy queuing for a one-dish pop up.


‘Did someone spit on your shoes?’ he asked during an early moment of our accidentally shared commute, staring at my Hotmail-blue heels after I took the one free seat in the carriage before realising it neighboured his.


‘Oh. Snail trails,’ I said, bending to smudge the slime in. I had the room closest to the ‘garden’ and woke up with curled, glittery tracks on my shoes each day.


He eyed me curiously.


‘Thanks,’ I said, flapping open the Metro with a purpose I hoped would inspire silence but never did.


‘Did you see the story this morning about the minced teenager?’ he asked.


‘Sorry?’


‘A man minced a teenager in Hounslow.’


‘Good,’ I said, looking back down at the Metro. Then had a brainwave. ‘Hey, was the mincer a millennial?’ I asked, wondering if it might count as a new trend.


‘Not sure.’


To try to make myself feel less expendable I’d decided to ask The Editor if I could write news as well as features, which I hoped would fill empty, concerning days, as well as my empty, concerning bank account. During my first year in the job I was too broke to go to the Christmas party and too embarrassed to accept a generously offered payday loan from an older writer. Then when the other staff writer came back from an office Christmas sale and plonked a gift box on my desk, whispering, ‘In case you need to give anyone anything for Christmas,’ it was so kind that I went to the staff bathrooms and cried in a cubicle that was nicer than my bedroom.


We had to survive on so little in that city, but almost my entire family on my mum’s side had been writers, so I hoped journalism ran in my blood. My grandparents had met at the BBC after the Second World War, and later wrote sixty books between them. In New York, my grandfather set up Visnews, a TV news company later bought by Reuters, and when my mum had gone into publishing, her brother had trained on newspapers and become a broadcaster for ITN, covering the Bosnian war. My dad’s sister had run in similar circles on northern regional papers where she’d interviewed Scott Walker and Norman Wisdom, marrying a newsreader who worked with my uncle before the two sides of my family had even met.


Nothing comes of nothing, I repeated, guessing the email address of The Editor and asking if I could come and say hello, which was audacious, to say the least, but made me feel more like my life was in my own hands, and less invisible. To my amazement, he agreed. ‘Are you like the scuttling editor in Towards the End of the Morning?’ I asked.


‘More like Lord Copper,’ he replied, and I thought: Brilliant. Then: Shit.


‘You’re funny,’ he said when I sat down in his glass office a week later.


‘In writing or in person?’ I asked.


His eyebrows raised. ‘Both.’


‘Do you want to know something funny?’ I tried. ‘Guess how much is in my bank account?’


‘No.’


Damn, I thought, punchline ruined.


‘I’d like to write news,’ I said.


‘Why didn’t you apply for the grad scheme?’ he asked.


‘I did,’ I said. ‘I got the rejection email when I was sitting on the features desk.’


‘You can’t go onto the news desk without training,’ he said.


‘Please may I have training?’ I asked.


‘Why didn’t you do a masters?’


‘I don’t have ten thousand pounds.’


He considered.


‘You’ve got your nose pierced.’


‘Don’t you like it?’


‘I like it, but some of the people you might meet on news may not,’ he said conservatively.


‘I can take it out.’


‘I’ll talk to Alan.’


I skipped back to my desk via the bathrooms where I threw my nose ring in the bin and wondered how many hours it would take the internal investigation to find my CV.


Then how long it would take them after that to realise I had bulked my lack of experience with references from big-name journalists I’d interviewed. Lynn Barber thought I was ‘sharp’; Giles Coren that I was ‘just the right amount of intelligent’; and Simon Hattenstone said I had ‘balls’. All I knew was that asking for training seemed to have worked.





Two months later I sat in a basement classroom in the offices of Newcastle’s Evening Chronicle listening to the advice that turtles in the Tyne were always news and thinking there was about a 10 per cent chance it would go down well in a London news conference. I put my hand in the air.
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