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Author’s Note

While I have indeed worked as a PR in the fashion industry for many (many) years, the story and characters in this book are entirely fictional and are all figments of my imagination.





PUBLIC RELATIONS (PR) – the practice of managing and disseminating information from an individual or an organisation to the public in order to affect public perception.

 

More commonly known as engaging in the practice of smoke and mirrors.





Prologue

‘You remember that pair of boots last winter that you absolutely had to have? You saw them in every magazine you flicked through: at the hairdresser, in the doctor’s waiting room, in the checkout line. You noted every celebrity wearing them proudly and looking effortlessly amazing. You heard there was a waiting list, that they were a limited edition. You were desperate for those boots. How did those celebrities get them? Could you get them? Would your friends get their hands on a pair before you did? They were the ultimate statement in fashion that season. If you had those boots, well, you’d look amazing too.

Let me tell you what really happened.

A pair of boots was created six months earlier. They were given by the designer to the fashion PR. The PR gave them a name. The “Cassandra”. They had those boots photographed, artfully. They then called up their favoured publication and told them they had an exciting exclusive for them. The boot of their dreams. They could write a story about them using images of all the VIPs wearing them in the pictures everyone was going to see. The PR wouldn’t let anyone else write about the boots until their story had come out. The magazine eagerly agreed.

That same fashion PR then told the designer to make twenty pairs of those boots to give to their chosen celebrities, who were never going to buy them themselves. They sent them out with a personal note from the designer, as a gift. The PR had written the note. The grateful celebrities wore those boots when they knew they were going to be photographed. They posted a picture of them on their social media when they were told they could – by the PR.

You wanted those boots so badly. You still believed there was only one pair left in your size, on a resale site based in Sweden.

In a fashion PR agency showroom somewhere in London, those boots had sat on display in five different colourways for months. They had been sent with couriers to photographic shoots on a daily basis, shoved in paper bags. The factory was poised to make thousands of them, once thousands of you believed there were none left.

That boot became the “it” boot. For one month. You bought those boots using your “buy now, pay later” app, to try to convince yourself they weren’t the price of a small car. You wore those boots twice. You swooned when your pair arrived, but they didn’t look quite the same on you as they had in the pictures. And by the time you had tried them on in your bedroom, a new summer sandal, the “Frida”, had arrived in another PR showroom and was about to go through exactly the same process. You would feel as passionate about Frida as you had about Cassandra in approximately six months’ time.

And that, in a nutshell, is fashion PR. Any questions?’

 

‘But what do you actually do?’

Oh, for fuck’s sake. Really? Even after all these years, it’s constant. Today I’m back at my old university’s careers forum to address it. Again. Fashion PR? Q&A with Frankie Marks. I stand at the lectern, look out at the sea of students and try to focus on the task at hand, rather than the packet of crisps stuffed into my handbag and the fact that I am absolutely starving. But let’s be honest, if only they had seen me at the beginning. I was just as confused as they are . . .





Press Note

It was a momentous day in the world of fashion PR as Frankie Marks made her first appearance inside the doors of leading agency Georgina Galvin Communications. Frankie was at once inspiring, enigmatic, modest and exceptionally well prepared.

 

‘Frankie who?’ commented the members of the GGC team as they sipped their skinny lattes.

 

ENDS

 

 

The wooden floor of our bedroom was covered with a piled tangle of clothes and shoes and tights. There wasn’t really that much room for such a big pile. But there it was. And so many tights. Ribbed. Opaque. Plain. Patterned. Woollen. Silk. The shutters were half open, the bed wasn’t made, and I was struggling to decide what to wear. The options were all impossibly unsuitable for where I was heading. I had veered all the way from jeans and plain black polo neck, through to an A-line skirt with striped shirt, via a dubious dungaree dress and flared burgundy cords. I opted for my original choice. Jeans, polo neck and the one blazer I owned. Casual but formal. Confident but low-key. No tights required. Jesus, I couldn’t go through this every bloody morning, I thought, as I yanked my head though the polo neck for the tenth time. I also knew James couldn’t go through this for five more minutes.

‘Just wear the jeans, for God’s sake. You’re interviewing to be the intern. No one will be looking at you.’ He laughed at me from the tiny adjoining bathroom before switching on his electric toothbrush.

I poked one denim-bedecked leg through the bathroom door into his line of sight and wiggled it dramatically for confirmation.

My boyfriend of four years came into the bedroom, all tousle-haired and minty. ‘You’ll be fine. They’d be lucky to have you. Frankie Marks, the most unlikely candidate for fashion PR. Oh, this could be funny.’

I looked up at James and stuck out my tongue as I continued my deep dive into the sock drawer. He bent down to kiss the top of my head and gave my hair an affectionate ruffle.

‘My hair!’ I screeched, frantically patting the tonging down. ‘You’re such a fucking pain. Now look at me.’ I scowled.

‘Now now, Frankie, you’re going to have to remember to keep your thoughts to yourself. From what I understand, PRs have to smile. And be nice to people. Even when they hate them. Just try to remember that.’

He had a point. I wasn’t entirely renowned for my people skills. Generally, if anyone tried to embark on polite chit-chat and ask how I was, I liked to reply ‘terrible’ to end any potential ensuing conversation. Same went for the interminable question, ‘What have you been up to?’ My standard reply – ‘nothing’ – normally did the trick. I also had an extensive list of behaviour I found unacceptable in others – chiefly, I absolutely could not bear to hear anyone chew or swallow loudly. Ever.

But, as the dozens of letters I had written to art galleries and auction houses since leaving university the previous summer, extolling the virtues of my degree in art history and my unparalleled willingness to intern for nothing but my bus fare, had resulted in no joy, I was determined that this would finally be my employment break. Of sorts. I hadn’t been fussy. I’d thrown the net wider. Publishing, PR, marketing, production – you name it, I had sent them my sparse CV. I was desperate. I urgently needed to get on to the career ladder, and my mountain of rejection letters and emails was depressingly high. But a friend-of-a-friend had known someone’s sister’s boyfriend who had once met Georgina Galvin and had sent her an email on my behalf, which she had promptly forwarded on to her PA, who had called me out of the blue. Fashion wasn’t exactly my forte – my wholly unsuitable pile of clothing options was testament to that – but I believed there was room to manoeuvre.

‘If Sotheby’s don’t appreciate what I have to offer in relation to my thoughts on seventeenth-century Flemish art, then surely I can apply myself to growing an interest in hem lengths for a finite period of time?’ I said to James, with absolute false confidence.

‘I’m sure you can find as much value in velvet as you would have done in Vermeer.’ James laughed. Again.

The call had come in unexpectedly the day before, just as I was debating whether it was too greedy to have sour cream AND cheese on my daily baked-potato lunch for one. If I have both today, I can have just tuna tomorrow?

‘Frankie? This is Debbie. From GGC.’

‘Hello, hi, GG who?’ I had frowned, scrambling to remember what GGC was.

Noticing my hesitation, she went on, ‘Georgina Galvin Communications. We’ve had your CV in and would really like it if you could pop into the offices tomorrow. We’ve had an unexpected vacancy come up – an intern who didn’t quite . . . well, anyway, are you free to come in for an interview?’

‘Oh my God. Yes, of course. That would be wonderful. Thank you.’

‘Ask for me. Let’s say ten a.m. See you then.’

I hadn’t heard of Georgina Galvin before. I came to understand she was legendary in the fashion world – the woman everyone knew of, feeling they knew her intimately while not actually knowing anything about her at all. She had moved through the industry seamlessly, having first come to its forefront as the right-hand woman to one of the most significant designers in Milan. How she had got there, nobody knew. Her age, a mystery. But when, after a number of years, she announced she was moving back to London to set up her eponymous agency, every designer and brand clamoured to be a part of it and be represented by her. Now she was something of an enigma. Floating in and out of the public eye. Appearing when necessary. Disappearing whenever she felt like it. But the mention of her name in fashion circles garnered attention and admiration in equal measure. She was the epicentre of numerous urban myths. And I was about to be placed in front of her – totally and utterly unprepared.

Debbie, who, as it turned out, was a perky, freckled brunette, met me in the hallway when I arrived at the imposing Georgian townhouse in Marylebone that was home to GGC. She efficiently placed me in a light-filled meeting room with a quick and terrifying pep talk.

‘Don’t be nervous. Georgina likes confidence. But don’t be too confident. Be friendly. But don’t be overfamiliar. And ask questions. There’s nothing she likes more than giving advice. But don’t ask too many questions. She’ll wonder why you don’t know anything.’

I sat down, sweltering in my coat and scarf until it occurred to me that I could perhaps disrobe. I placed them on the chair next to me. I sat at one end of an incredibly long glass table, the walls around me covered in framed magazine covers and pictures of a woman I assumed must be Georgina, with clients all over the world. None of it really meant anything to me, but there was the iconic eyewear shoot with the dripping lipstick that even I was aware of because we had talked about it in one of our Dali seminars in my first year. My interest was piqued. Here was the designer duo Dante, renowned for their A-list celebrity following, hugging Georgina backstage after what I would later learn was their infamous show on the tube tracks at Old Street station. Clearly Georgina knew them well, because scrawled at the bottom of the white surround was a message: We’ll always have Old Street! Love, your Dante boys. Further along the wall I spotted an image of a Hollywood A-list actress – whose name I couldn’t quite remember – leaning over a tray of diamonds, with Georgina just out of focus in the background. I sweated and fidgeted, waiting for what felt like an interminably long time. Just as I was about to grab a mint from my bag to combat my increasingly dry mouth, the door flung open. I stood up.

‘Hello, I’m Georgina, sit, sit, please.’ The woman standing at the door gestured. She was beautiful in a masculine kind of way. Brown hair, slightly messy topknot. Make-up minimal. Age undefinable. Anywhere from a mature forty to a brilliantly surgically refined sixty. Jewellery delicate but deliberately styled. She didn’t pause for niceties. I would find out she never paused for niceties – and that she was never really around.

‘I’m running late, and I’ve only got five minutes, I’m afraid. Debbie went through your CV and she’s shared it with the team, and quite honestly this is just for us to meet so I can put a face to a name. We need someone with energy, enthusiasm and a can-do attitude. This job involves a lot of running around, anticipating everyone’s needs and thinking on the go. Our last intern didn’t quite cut it,’ she said, glancing down briefly at my CV, ‘but I’m sure you’re more than capable. This is most definitely not a nine-to-five job, so the most important question is, can you be flexible with your working hours?’

Despite the inflection, this was most definitely NOT a question.

Georgina’s phone rang then, and she put it on silent and turned it face down.

‘Oh yes, absolutely. No problem.’ I nodded fervently.

‘Great. Let’s make this quick, then. We’ll start you on a three-month trial. From Monday. Debbie will explain how to claim expenses, and if you do well, we can look at a permanent position depending on how you manage. A lot of the team started as interns. Do you have any questions?’

Of course I froze, my mind a perfect blank.

‘Umm. Not that I can think of right now. But I just want to say, thank you so much for the opportunity. I’m so excited to learn. You’re such an inspiration.’

‘Oh really? Why?’

Shit.

‘You know . . . just so inspiring?’ Oh, the shame of it. Good grief. Think before you speak, Frankie.

Georgina left an agonising silence as I floundered and tried to look meaningfully into the distance.

‘I mean . . . Dante . . . so great . . .’ I whispered, pointing at the photo on the wall.

And with that, she raised an eyebrow, pushed her chair back, pulled down the cuffs of her immaculate white men’s tailored shirt and left the room as I sat, my toes curling in painful silence. Later on, I would often replay this moment in my head and the memory of it would make my eyes water.

‘You’re such an inspiration.’ For fuck’s sake. Had I really said that? I wanted the floor to swallow me up. And no questions? I had a hundred questions. Mainly, ‘How did I end up here?’, ‘How old actually are you?’ and ‘Did you tie your hair up with pins or a band?’

I picked my bag up off the floor and shuffled from foot to foot. Was I supposed to follow her or wait to be fetched from the room? As I considered the merits of either approach, the door opened.

‘Come on, then, don’t just stand there!’ Georgina said sharply from the other side. I grabbed my things, left my CV on the table and followed her out to where Debbie was waiting in the hallway, holding her laptop and staring at a diary screen. The two of them walked and talked as they went down the stairs. I followed gingerly behind.

‘So, you have a ten thirty a.m. with the guys from The Forward to talk about their special sustainability issue; they’re coming here. Then at midday, you need to sit down with the team to go over the dinner tomorrow night; they urgently need you to give final approval on seating plans. Then you’re done for the day here. Lunch is at Zaffano’s with Amanda at one thirty. You have a facial at three thirty and drinks tonight to discuss Dante’s show music with Marcel.’

Georgina nodded while checking her phone. ‘We need to change Zaffano’s. Amanda is on some new keto diet – she can’t eat Italian. She can do sashimi. Can you change it? To that Japanese I like in Mayfair. But get a table by the window. On the ground floor. Not the basement. Too stuffy down there. Get Andrew to package up that Dixie scarf for me to take for her as a gift. I know she liked it. Let’s have some gluten-free breakfast in for The Forward guys – one of them is coeliac. Ask Nicky to email me that plan so I can look at it in the car on my way in first. Can Marcel come to my house? I don’t want to have to go out and put make-up on after I’ve had my face done. Oh, and did you tell them I want the oxygen facial this afternoon? And not with that new therapist. She gave me a rash.’

I needed a lie-down just from listening to Georgina’s list of demands. She took a sharp left into another room, and Debbie told me she would take me on a quick tour of the building.

‘This is the office and where we all sit – Georgina likes to be able to see us all when she’s in.’

Debbie gestured towards a separate glass office with one desk at the far end of the room, where I spied Georgina already talking on the phone, simultaneously applying hand lotion and sipping a coffee.

‘We all work incredibly hard but it’s fun and she’s a great boss. I mean, she has high expectations, but she’s the best. Just ignore everything you’ve heard.’

I nodded. Yup – I’ll ignore everything I’ve never heard.

I looked around a double-height room filled with desks in arrangements of two, three and four. A gentle vanilla scent wafted from numerous large candles strategically placed between phones, laptops, whirring printers and a crowd of perfect, shiny people.

‘Guys, this is Frankie, our new intern,’ Debbie said.

‘Hi, Frankie,’ the perfect people mumbled, barely looking up. I smiled and gave a sort of half wave with my free hand to anyone who was looking. Which they weren’t. In the other hand I was heaving my coat and scarf and bag.

‘That’s Andrew, he’s one of our account directors, and next to him normally is Jemima, but she’s dropping something off somewhere at the moment, I think – clients are always scrimping on courier bills.’

Debbie pointed at one of the groups of glass desks covered in laptops and a printer, magazines, chargers, notebooks and litre bottles of sparkling water. Andrew was immaculate – alabaster-skinned with symmetrical features and perfectly coiffed hair – and I watched as he flicked through a magazine, inserting coloured Post-its while dialling someone frenetically on his landline. I glanced down quickly at my own jeans and platform loafers with a significant tassel detail and saw, with a sinking heart, the glittery Elsa embroidery snaking up my navy socks that I hadn’t noticed in my bedroom. An emergency Disney store purchase at the airport last year when I had aptly frozen ankles preflight. I want to die. Right now. I was definitely going to be uncovered as a fashion imposter by Day Two. But I needed this job. And in the meantime, I’d carry on writing to every single gallery in London just in case something more suitable came up.

‘Over in this corner is Nicky’s team. She’s the Senior Account Director but she’s on holiday this week. She doesn’t really do winter in England. Her Account Director is Zoe but she’s not here either. She has boyfriend troubles. I saw her scrolling through Tinder and crying so I sent her home.’ Debbie corrected her overshare and got back to the task at hand. ‘You’ll be sitting at that desk with them.’ She pointed to an empty desk. ‘I’ll get IT to set you up with a laptop and email address on Monday. Always keep it password-protected, and if you leave it here overnight, remember to lock it up in the drawer next to your desk. Don’t eat hot food in the office, Georgina hates it. And never, ever wear open-toed shoes unless you’ve had a pedicure. She has a thing about it.’

I made a mental note to ask my best friend Charlotte where on earth to go for a pedicure should we encounter a sudden heatwave in January.

We wandered out to the hallway and Debbie directed me back down the stairs, passing a small room on the half landing.

‘This is what we call the sample room, but really it’s a cupboard where all the samples go in and out of every day. It’s where Eloise, the Showroom Manager, sits. No idea where she is, though,’ she said with a shrug as we moved past.

I managed a fleeting glimpse into a dim box room, crammed with a desk and paper bags filled to the brim with clothes and shoes. There was a rail haphazardly stuffed with an array of hanging clothes in a cacophony of colours and materials. Post-it notes covered the walls with scrawls, dates and a lot of question marks. A lot.

‘And this is the main showroom.’

We were back on the ground floor. I peered inside a large, white-walled space. Rail after rail of clothes. Shoes in rows all along the perimeter. Plinths holding expensive-looking handbags. Glass boxes full of jewellery of all shapes and sizes. Sunglasses in rows on display stands. I’d never seen anything like it.

‘There’s a second adjoining room for the other clients, but that can wait till next week,’ Debbie said, waving her hand. ‘So that’s pretty much it for now. You need to provide all travel expenses to claim back at the end of each week and I’ll see you nine a.m. on Monday.’ She was ushering me back to the front door and checking her phone. Clearly my time was up, and clearly no one at GGC did only one thing at a time.

Stuttering my thanks into thin air, I emerged on to the pavement, reeling. I felt like I’d been whacked around the head by ten metaphorical patent shoes. I had questions. So many. Primarily, how on earth had I just got this job? I turned back expectantly to Debbie, who promptly smiled and closed the door behind her. Who were these people? What did they actually do? How could I ever survive in that environment? Did they really all look like that, every single day? Shit. But regardless, and most importantly, I realised I had an internship. Georgina had seen some sort of value in me and I would make it work for as long as it took to get a glowing reference and something else. I wrapped my scarf around me and texted James.

Frankie

I really am going to work in fashion PR. Who knew?

Next, Charlotte.

Frankie

I have a job. Sort of!

Then I called my father. He didn’t do texts.

‘Fashion PR? What on earth is that? And what do you mean, for free?’ He sighed down the phone.

‘They’ll pay for my travel.’ The panic about how much longer I could get by without an income was real, and I could hear myself whining slightly, my pitch going up a notch and betraying my anxiety. I always regressed when I wanted my father’s approval, and I hated myself for it. His mantra to me had always been to look after myself. The day I lost my pocket money, age ten, on the way to buy a KitKat, and sobbed inconsolably when he refused to advance me the following week’s fifty pence, was my first harsh lesson about taking responsibility for my own actions. Plus, my father had memorably added, ‘Who wastes their money on chocolate when they could have bought a newspaper instead?’

‘You need a salary . . . you need to start paying James a fair share of the rent. There’s no such thing as a free lunch. All those university loans for this?’

‘I know. I really know. But Georgina said it’s likely, well, it’s very possible I’ll get a paid job there. It could be a good opportunity, and let’s be honest, it’s my only opportunity at the moment. It’s not like I haven’t tried. I’m sure I’ll find something better soon. It’s just a stepping-stone – it’ll look good on my CV and get me a professional reference for a start. I’m sure James will understand.’

‘It’s a ridiculous world, full of ghastly people, and a total waste of your education. Try Christie’s again. Use your degree, for crying out loud.’ Apparently, as far as my father was concerned, I was the only art history graduate on the job hunt. ‘Find yourself a real job, don’t get stuck there for too long.’

‘Oh God, I won’t be there long,’ I said quickly. ‘No way. What do I care about fashion anyway?’
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