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To all readers of The Lady – may our tribe increase



‘If you ask me what was more terrifying, putting a helicopter down in a 25m2 clearing in the Florida Everglades or running a genteel ladies’ magazine in the centre of London, I’d say the latter.’

Ben Budworth, Sunday Express, 12 April 2009
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JUNE

9 June 2009

Was working after a light lunch in the raw bar of Daylesford Organic on Westbourne Grove (slogan: ‘A taste of the Gloucestershire countryside in Notting Hill’), i.e., was back in bed having an iNap. Those who don’t go to offices will be familiar with this posture – stack of pillows behind head, MacBook on duvet, flipping between Word document, Google, the Daily Mail website, Facebook and email while labouring to crank out what one hopes will be bestselling novel. Then it came through, the contact that was to change my life.

It was from Penguin. From my publicist, Katherine. My husband makes a hollow noise – like a sheep with croup – when the words ‘my publicist’ come out of my mouth. He says that is the one position supernumerary to staffing requirements in any Johnson household. But anyway. Here it is:


From: Katherine Stroud

To: Rachel Johnson

Sent: 9 June 2009 15:33

Subject: FW: Rachel Johnson

Hello!

Hope you’re very well – see below email re: The Lady.

Kx




From: Ben Budworth

To: Katherine Stroud

Sent: 9 June 2009 14:53

Subject: Rachel Johnson

Dear Katherine

Many thanks for agreeing to act as intermediary. As I explained on the telephone, I am the publisher of The Lady magazine and would be keen to have a chat with your client Rachel.

I don’t however appear to be having much luck finding a telephone number for her.

All my telephone numbers are below.

Many thanks and regards

Ben

Ben Budworth

Publisher/CEO

The Lady magazine

39/40 Bedford Street

London

WC2E 9ER



The Lady?

All I knew about The Lady was what all middle-class mothers of a certain age and income bracket knew about The Lady – before, that is, the internet took over the world. It was where you got a nanny from. End of. I didn’t know it was still in existence. I’d never read it, not even when I’d advertised for help in it, not even when a nice woman called Beverly came all the way from Devon to interview me in my Notting Hill habitat for a dear feature called ‘My Favourite Things’, which is, as you would expect, about kittens in mittens and parcels tied up with string. (I talked about Agas, Exmoor, Land Rovers, my family and my beloved dog, Coco.) I had never knowingly seen it on a shelf, nor heard anyone mention it, for a decade and a half (Ludo is sixteen, Charlotte Millicent fifteen, Oliver thirteen, and I haven’t had so much as an au pair for five years). I thought, in fact, that it was extinct.

But still. Ben Budworth, ‘Publisher/CEO’, was keen. That meant something. For jobbing freelancers like me there is but one certainty in the digital age. We are like miners under Margaret Thatcher – guaranteed only built-in obsolescence instead of a pension. So we must take what crumbs we can. Despite my current lucrative gig with a many-sectioned Sunday newspaper, not to mention my sundry other commitments (my third novel is supposedly nearing completion and I am about to launch my first, Notting Hell, in France), I duly pinged off a precautionary email back to ‘my publicist’, Katherine, in which I asked whether she’d given Ben my number. She said no. So in an expansive way – as if taking out eggs and plopping them down in different baskets, and chucking irons into various fires – I sent B. Budworth my mobile number.

Now, I gave him my mobile number because I didn’t want to talk on the telephone by my bed (where I fully intended to stay until my daughter came home from school), which has a loud buzzing noise on the line. And I didn’t want to have to go downstairs to take the call. I was too comfortable where I was. It was then that I remembered.

When I was a thrusting young reporter on the Financial Times, spending my working day writing about bond markets and the coupon on the 2013 gilt, I’d left a gripping press conference at the Institution of Mechanical Engineers (or Association of Accounting Actuaries – can’t remember) about the reweighting of the Retail Price Index or something, and had been dawdling past an imposing six-storey Georgian building in Bedford Street. It reared over Covent Garden in a smart livery of pinkish cream and gold and had the elegant title ‘The Lady’ and the claim ‘Rebuilt in 1861’ picked out in gold paint on the façade, as if a Merchant Ivory film set had been plonked and forgotten amid the coffee shops and burger bars and bland retailers of twentieth-century tat.

As I passed, I’d thought to myself, my goodness, what a magnificence of an edifice. I’d paused in front of a double glass door saying ‘General Enquiries’ on one side and ‘Classified Ads’ on the other, also picked out in gold on the smart, polished glass. I’d gazed at the covers of The Lady magazine mounted for display inside glass cases that passers-by passed by without a glance, and read some of the cover lines. This week was, I noted, a ‘You and Your Health’ special:


What to do about watery eyes?

Do you have ovarian cancer? The tell-tale signs



… along with:


Autumn colour

Tasty treats – moist cakes the grandchildren will love



Enchanted, as if guided by some unseen, gloved hand, I entered. Within, it looked like an Irish funeral parlour circa 1948, with a sad vase of flowers on a side table to the left, and straight ahead, my passage was barred by a sort of pub entrance with a wooden counter containing a flap you had to flip up to pass through. There was no one in sight. Telephones buzzed, and I heard genteel voices answer out of shot, as if they had all the time in the world, ‘Good afternoon. The Lady magazine.’ No one came.

There was a white button on the counter with a bell, and a sign propped up alongside it, which said, ‘Please ring.’

I stood there wondering what to do. An Alice in Wonderland moment. I had decided already that this would make an amusing featurette in the Saturday paper, which would allow me to show my range beyond bonds and gilts. I could already see my piece about The Lady in the FT’s weekend section, the arch headline. I therefore determined to make a general enquiry forthwith.

And so I’d pressed the button. Eventually, a woman wearing a long tweed skirt beneath which – I peered closely to confirm – a pair of greying fluffy slippers peeked out shuffled to the counter, and regarded me with suspicion. With her assistance, I arranged to interview the editor, a woman of indeterminate age called Arline Usden, at a date several weeks hence.

Fast-forward to the appointed day. In my smartest suit, I’d turned up again. As far as I remember (i.e. not very far), another middle-aged woman took notes, for an unspecified reason. I was given a cup of tea on a saucer, shortbread, and – a strange but nonetheless welcome touch, this – a freshly laundered, striped blue and white tea-towel, as if I would need to dry myself off afterwards.

I was absolutely charmed by the whole experience. The piece duly appeared in the Weekend FT. All I can remember is a phrase about ‘teacups rattling in the Home Counties’ because – shock, horror – Arline Usden was shifting the small ads and classifieds from the front to the back of the magazine, and the editorial from the back to the front. Apart from that, my mind is blank. That was the sum total of my previous experience and knowledge of The Lady: I once hired a nanny through its pages. And I once interviewed the previous editor.

And now a Ben Budworth was after me. It sounded like a made-up name, very Gilbert and Sullivan. I wondered what he wanted. Whether it was a wind-up. I hadn’t – cough – edited a magazine since 1986, and that was a student magazine. But I had been writing for nationals continuously since then, and how hard could doing a weekly be, anyway? So I whizzed off my mobile number.

Please ring, I thought.

10 June 2009

Was in bed iNapping – it was after all mid-afternoon – and my BlackBerry vibrated.

‘Ben Budworth here,’ came a bouncy public-school voice. ‘Thank you for your email. Did you give me a mobile number with one digit wrong on purpose?’ He read out my number, one digit awry, in a staccato Alpha-Bravo-Delta voice. I wondered whether he’d ever been in the army. ‘I got a builder instead of you. Twice. I had to go back to Penguin. Are you trying to make it difficult for me on purpose?’

‘No, no,’ I protested, apologizing. When I started out in journalism, I was forced to undergo an expensive, six-month residential training course paid for by my future employers at some outpost of the Westminster Press in Hastings. This was a precondition to my becoming a graduate trainee on the FT. In those palmy days of the trade, a stint in the provinces on a local paper, or failing that an accredited training course, was a union requirement before bylined Oxbridge graduates could be wafted on to national newspapers. Despite my six months on the south coast, I have no Pitman shorthand and a scanty recollection of media law, but I am horrified if I get a name or date wrong in print. Giving out a duff mobile number was the sort of thing girls did at discos to losers, and reeked of smugness. I felt very much on the back foot.

‘Anyway, I’ve got you now,’ he said. And then he came straight to the point within seconds. ‘I’m looking for a new editor for The Lady magazine,’ he said, a note of pride entering his voice.

At this point, for some reason, previous covers I’d viewed in disbelief, featuring vases of daffodils, kittens and owls, or fishing boats bobbing in Mousehole Harbour, swum into my consciousness. I was a national columnist, for goodness’ sake, of many years’ standing! A novelist, with two novels already published, and another due in by Christmas – less than six months hence. The proposition could not have been more out of the question, for any number of compelling reasons. I hated wearing tights and heels. During office hours, I prowled Notting Hill in unattractive sweatpants, dipping into eye-wateringly expensive designer boutiques to try on jeans and picking up ‘pan-roasted’ salmon and griddled aubergine scattered with pine-nuts and pomegranate seeds for dinner from Ottolenghi, before filing the occasional article.

Never mind that the sum total of my editing experience had been, to date:


	
editing four issues of Isis, the Oxford University mag, in the Trinity term of my second year;

	
editing a book called The Oxford Myth as a student, which was greeted with a Royal Flush of vicious reviews by notables such as Alan Rusbridger (now editor of
the Guardian), Joanna Coles (now editor of Marie Claire US) and William Boyd (now and then bestselling novelist); and

	
one viewing of The September Issue – a documentary about the effort and expense that went into producing one month’s edition of US Vogue – on DVD.



As a result of the above, I assumed that editing was a piece of cake. No, the last thing I wanted was a … day job, something I’d successfully avoided having since 1996!

So I said, ‘It’s awfully sweet of you to think of me. But it doesn’t fit my timeframe. But listen, good luck, why don’t you …’ Then, feeling charitable, I mentioned the name of an ex-Telegraph senior editor who had written a book about housework and I thought would fit the bill admirably. How nice of me to plug her for this job, I told myself. She will definitely owe me one.

But Ben didn’t seem to pick up the signals at all.

‘Never mind all that,’ he said. I could hear him Googling the name ‘Rachel Simhon’, the person who I thought would be just the ticket, as he spoke. ‘Just come in and have tea and a nose around. And then decide.’

I put his name into Google too. It came up in a nanosecond. Helicopter pilot, forty-five, who’d been working in Florida. Had also run radio stations. I clicked on a picture and a man with a decided expression, dark buzz-cut hair and sharp little blue eyes clarified on my screen. He looked like a woodland creature from The Wind in the Willows, slightly vole-like, but kind. And he sounded nice.

‘OK,’ I conceded. ‘I’ll come and have tea next week.’ We made a date: ‘1700 hours,’ he said; ‘BST,’ he added. Then he explained that BST was British Summer Time.

I knew I would cancel it – I mean, why would I spend over an hour getting to Covent Garden, and an hour getting back, not including getting-ready time, just to have tea at an old-lady magazine I had never read and didn’t want to edit? But I had to get Ben – I could already picture him wearing a pilot’s short-sleeved shirt with epaulettes and in a peaked cap – off the phone.

‘Great. We’ll get everything squared away then,’ he said, as I wondered what he meant.

‘Goodbye, sausage,’ he chirped.

‘Goodbye,’ I said.

I was in slight shock.

Did a man just call me ‘sausage’? My boss at the Sunday newspaper, a very tall and famously clever woman who has had issues with me since the start, only ever spoke to me in a raised voice, as if I were a very small, unruly, disobedient toddler who has emptied my potty on her desk.

I didn’t know then, but Ben had me at ‘sausage’.

11 June 2009

Took Coco to Kensington Gardens after I’d dropped Milly at school. Was walking past Round Pond, listening to the geese gabble and watching the Japanese tourists take endless pictures with enormous cameras of squirrels nibbling tiny nuts. George Osborne – the Shadow Chancellor – whizzed by in a neon anorak and a pair of white short shorts, schoolboy knees pumping. ‘Good look!’ I yelled. He smiled and gave a wave, and pistoned his way past me, fast-tracking no doubt to Number 11. Just then, my BlackBerry started ringing. I fished it out and saw the words ‘Els Millsmobile’ on the screen.

Accept or decline? Els Millsmobile was Eleanor Mills, the woman who had hired me for the paper. She’d left six months previously in order to edit the Saturday Times. That hadn’t really gone to plan. And now, it had been announced in the Guardian Media section, she was to return to the fold of The Sunday Times as a writer and columnist. I had dimly wondered where her new column would go, and it had even flitted across my mind that it might be in place of mine.

However, John Witherow, the handsome, boyish, tennis-playing, virile, etc., editor of The Sunday Times had taken me out to lunch not so long ago at Shoreditch House, and had promised not to sack me. That was in February. Ivo, my husband, who is a glass-half-empty person, said that this meant nothing. But I, very much in the glass-half-full camp, sort of hoped that John Witherow’s word was his bond, although I knew it was possible – especially in the current climate, with journalists leaving papers in sackfuls – that it was nothing of the kind. But still. We played tennis together. Mixed doubles. No one sacks their tennis partner!

So, feeling confident, I pressed the accept button on my BlackBerry. Might as well get it over with. Nothing worse than uncertainty. And anyway, I assumed that everything would turn out for the best eventually.

‘Hey, babe,’ she said, in her confident, upbeat tones. No one gives great phone like Els.

‘And hey, you,’ I said, getting in first. ‘I was going to call you, hon! Well done on your triumphant return to base. So you’re coming back to The Sunday Times. Which is great!’ I enthused. ‘And hey – I hear you’re going to write a column! Do you know, y’know, where in the paper it’s going to go?’

Brief pause.

‘Remember you asked me to tell you if I ever, you know, got wind of anything?’ Eleanor began. ‘Well, babes, I’m just giving you the heads-up, as a friend …’

‘Oh yes?’ I asked, striding on, keeping an eye on Coco, who had darted into the Round Pond by the sign that said ‘Dogs Must be Kept on a Lead in this Area’ and were forbidden to enter the water, my heart, by now, in my boots. People only used the phrase ‘as a friend’ as a prelude to delivering a cosh blow that the recipient was unlikely to recover from, even unto their deathbed.

‘What I mean is, you might need to put out feelers,’ said Els. ‘To other papers. You know. Maybe give your chum Will Lewis on the Telegraph a bell.’

The sun bounced off the pond and straight into my eyes. I wanted to sit down, but couldn’t, as Coco had disappeared. I couldn’t call Will Lewis. The last time I’d seen him, it was to resign in order to join The Sunday Times. At this brief meeting, he’d predicted (only too accurately) that I’d last two years and then come crawling back, tail down, to the Telegraph fold.

‘So you’re going to write my column?’ I asked directly, stopping to drink at a water fountain, my mouth dry, keeping things very light. The Sunday Times was my day job. My main source of income. And I was for the chop. If this wasn’t the case, why would Els suggest I reverted back to the Daily Telegraph, from whence I came?

‘Listen, babes, I don’t know for sure,’ she said, wavering. But of course she did. I knew without any doubt that I was being whacked by The Sunday Times by the very tall woman who found me annoying, in order to make way for the shorter one who had been so good as to hire me in the first place.

‘Well done, Eleanor,’ I managed to say. ‘You deserve it.’ The weird thing was – I meant it. I really liked Els. It was, as we say, Her Time. She had small girls, while my children were now hitting teenagerdom, so I’d had my time with them, and I would always be super-grateful for that. I did sports days and plays and endless ten-week summer holidays without breaking sweat, let alone my contract. But as I spoke, my golden years of being able to work from home, earning a salary from writing one column a week, passed before my eyes as if I were drowning.

I knew I’d never get a gig like it again. It was all over for people like me. We were, as I said, the miners of the third millennium. Columnists were thick on the ground, fighting for survival as the aftershocks of the digital earthquake just kept coming and coming, and dying in droves. Those that remained would write anything for anyone, and all were after the same golden ticket that I’d just this second lost as I circumnavigated the Round Pond: a well-paid weekly column on a national they could knock off in their pyjamas in a few hours.

I said goodbye to Eleanor, thanking her profusely for having me sacked so she could get my slot in The Sunday Times.

Then I dialled Ivo. When one of the children spills their Coke in a restaurant or we miss a train, he goes off the reservation, but when the shit really hits the fan – a child intubated in hospital, either of us getting sacked – he is utterly magnificent.

‘Darling, all columns come to an end,’ he said. ‘You knew it couldn’t last for ever.’ Then he said in a strategic-toned voice: ‘When are you seeing that nutty Ben chap at The Lady?’

‘I don’t know,’ I whimpered. ‘I sort of put him off.’

‘Well, how about this for a scheme? I’ve got to go to some ghastly thing in a trendy hotel in Covent Garden for Kevin McCloud – you know, the Grand Designs bloke off the telly – tonight. Why don’t we both go, and see him en route – there’s a Tube strike, so we might as well kill two birds with one stone,’ he suggested with a trace of swagger, ‘and take a minicab.’

On Ivo’s instructions, the next call I made was to Ben Budworth. I liked the sound of him. Plus, my only hope, I could see, as I was being dispensed with by the thundering juggernaut of The Sunday Times, was to somehow secure the corner office in The Lady, the oldest women’s weekly magazine in the world (which only survived at all because its readers were too old and scared and digitally excluded to do anything – their shopping, reading, hiring – on the internet), a mag that, if it hadn’t been around for 124 years, no one in a million years would even dream of inventing now … not even to give it away.

By this time I was near the Serpentine Gallery, and walking fast in the direction of the future.

‘Hey, Ben,’ I said. ‘I have to come into Covent Garden tomorrow, so I might pop in and have tea with you after all, if it’s convenient.’ I made it sound like a favour, but in fact the boot was on t’other foot, though Ben didn’t know this yet, and I wanted to keep it from him for as long as possible.

The Lady was in want of an editor.

And I needed a job.

12 June 2009

Having dwelt on Eleanor’s call, I screwed up the courage to call my supreme commander, John Witherow, editor of The Sunday Times, i.e., one of the biggest cheeses in newspapers, and ask WTF was going on. After all, I only had I was being fired on Eleanor’s say-so – maybe she was trying to panic me into resigning? Though I somehow doubted it. Everything she said sounded eminently plausible to me. I got put through not to John but to his secretary. ‘Can I come in for ten minutes to see John?’ I asked.

A kind note entered her voice when she heard my name, so I knew the rumour was true. I was being cleansed. ‘He’s very busy this week,’ she said. ‘Rupert Murdoch’s in town.’ There is also a Tube strike, so I am calculating as she speaks how long it will take to get a minicab to Wapping if I do get an audience with Witherow and how much it will cost. £30? Then she came back on the line. ‘John says can you put whatever it is you want in an email?’ she said.

So then I called the tall woman, Susannah Herbert, my section editor, who finds me annoying. I told her everything Eleanor Mills had said during the Round Pond exchange.

‘Just wondered, y’know, what’s going on,’ I said. ‘The thing is, if I do have to sell my house and send my children to Holland Park Comprehensive – which is very good, I hear, and I’d be lucky to get them in – it would be nice to know at some point.’ I did not say that, in the course of the year, as newspapers tanked and circulation dived and readers went online, and magazines and newspapers cut freelance contracts left, right and centre, I had lost the following gigs:


	a weekly column on the Evening Standard;

	a monthly column on Easy Living;

	a monthly column on Esquire; and

	a monthly column on She magazine.



Nor did I spell out that the only remaining regular income I had left – excluding bits and bobs of freelance work (mostly verboten by my exclusive Sunday Times contract) – was my column … for her.

To her credit, she rose to the occasion, drew herself up (I imagined) to her full height of nine feet eight inches, and agreed it was outrageous that my contract was being terminated, plus it was appalling that I had heard via the person who is going to replace me. So hey ho. The grim facts of the situation are pretty much as Els Mills outlined.

I had gone from a grand total of twelve columns a month at the beginning of the year to … a big fat zero by the middle of 2009. It was awful. I was going from earning more than my husband (a fact he crowed about regularly) to being a non-laying hen in the course of a few months!

Well, at least things were clear. There was no possible way, with our spending commitments (with three children in private school, two boarding, about a trillion pounds a term), that I could join the ranks of the so-called ‘economically inactive’. I had to act. And FAST.

Later, Ivo and I shared a cab to Covent Garden, en route to the Kevin McCloud thing, via tea at The Lady. As we bowled down Chandos Place, I gazed up at the pinky-cream façade of the magazine building, girdled by sash windows. Then I saw that the man I’d viewed online with the buzz-cut dark hair was leaning out of the window, over a box of violent-red geraniums. ‘I’ll let you in,’ Ben called, as Ivo paid the taxi. ‘Everyone’s gone home.’

We went through a side door, to the left of the main Irish undertaker’s entrance that I had penetrated before. Ben opened the heavy, metalled double doors edged in bronze with a small Yale Key. He pushed the right-hand door with a shoulder, stood and held it open for us to pass through, and we stepped back in time sixty years. It was like clapping eyes on my first boarding school back in 1975 – the interior was both strange, yet completely familiar at the same time. The cream and eau-de-nil paintwork inside was as proudly chipped as on my last visit. The same mail sacks with labels for 1st and 2nd Class and Overseas delivery still hung dejectedly in the passageway. The strange felty floor tiles were just as sticky.

It felt like home.

We charged past an ancient cream noticeboard with the words ‘Lady Editorial’, ‘Lady Classified’ and ‘Lady Advertising’ picked out in elegant black paint, and arrows pointing to different parts of the building. ‘That sign’s completely misleading,’ said Ben. He explained that upstairs was where his ‘Uncle Tom’ lived, in a sprawling nineteen-room apartment fitted out like an old people’s home, and pointed down to a scary-looking basement where odd-job men lurked, where the presses that used to print out many thousands of the ‘Journal for Gentlewomen’, at one time a power in the land of publishing, once thundered.

‘Lovely,’ I say. The whole place seemed completely bonkers: dusty, tatty, disorganized and impossibly old-fashioned, set in an age of doilies and flag-waving patriotism and jam still for tea, some sunny day.

I was hooked.

I didn’t even think about the money. I assumed the money was crap. It was the sense of possibility – there’s nothing so genuinely satisfying as the prospect of setting a nice old lady back on her feet – that had me and Ivo tailing after Ben around the warren of the ground floor.

‘This way.’ There seemed to be many doors and staircases to choose from. We passed stairs that plunged into dank Fred West-style declivities. We weaved past desks piled with papers, a huge open safe with a golden seal on it. Within sat open packets of cereal and bags of Tate & Lyle sugar, Fray Bentos pies, Huntley & Palmers biscuit tins, mugs; all mixed in, it appeared, with leverarch files and paperwork. It looked like a time capsule of another, safer but shabbier age.

‘I like the paintwork,’ I said to Ben, running my hand over a panel in cream and pale green. ‘When did you last have it done?’

‘Very recently,’ he replied. ‘In time for the Coronation, in 1953.’

Ben showed me and Ivo into a strange mirrored corridor with a side table with a telephone sitting on it, and a room which had Dralon sofas, standard lamps with fringed shades, and a rattan coffee table. There were no windows but there was a depressing mural of a spaniel in front of an Arcadian landscape on one wall. ‘The Lady’s smoking room,’ he said, shutting the door. ‘I think I’ll leave the third floor and the Thora Hird-stroke-Alan Bennett room to another time.’

We went upstairs via a fine central staircase that wound itself up and up to a top-floor flat that Ben, with a wave of his arm, called the Anne Frank annexe. ‘My Uncle Tom lives up there,’ he said. ‘He handed the magazine to me last year.’ We processed past several doors marked ‘Private’, with little keys in the locks, and prim, curtained smoked-glass windows. I learnt later that these were the loos that only the management and editor can use. I also learnt that the editor of The Lady has her own private lavatory, tiled in avocado with a peach WC, and every day receives two freshly laundered tea-towels. I hoped that these customs would persist in perpetuity if I was offered the job, which I assumed I would be within the hour.

Ben, the new proprietor, clad in belted black Levis and a checked shirt, pushed open a door, and we entered into a large dark room dominated by a mahogany table covered by a blue baize cloth. As we entered, he swept an invisible speck off the table with his hand (one of his tics, I was to learn – he even keeps a Dyson dustbuster on standby if someone so much as mentions a biscuit in there) and asked us to wait. He disappeared through another door then returned. I went to one of the two sash windows, shaded with blinds, and looked down on to Chandos Place. It seemed rude to ask to open the blinds, so we sat down in the dark and a sweet-faced woman in her sixties came in, staggering under the weight of a tea tray – cups, jug, teapot and biccies. ‘Thank you, Ros,’ said Ben politely. He had, I noticed, impeccable manners. Ros had put the tray in front of me.

‘Shall I be mother?’ I said.

We sipped our tea and I stared around the room. The chandelier was not lit. Paintings – good paintings of men in waistcoats or in uniform – were dotted sparsely on the walls. Ben pointed out a picture of his great-grandfather Thomas Gibson Bowles with quill pen poised over parchment and told me he’d founded both The Lady and Vanity Fair, sold VF for £20,000 while he was a Member of Parliament, but retained The Lady because it was a nice little earner.

‘Yes,’ I said, nibbling a biscuit. ‘Who on earth needs piddling little Vanity Fair when they could have The Lady?’

We spoke – well, Ben spoke, with huge, sleeves-rolled-up energy and infectious zeal – about The Lady, and how, despite the downturn, it remained a great title with a golden future. He revealed that in its heyday back in the seventies it was selling 70,000 copies or so a week, but was now down on its heel (‘It lost its way’) and bobbing between 25,000 and about 30,000. Uncle Tom – he pointed to the ceiling to denote he was still in residence – had, he explained, ‘raped’ the old girl for years, failed to invest, and allowed the managers to write their own rolling contracts while starving Editorial of funds, and until only November 2008, when B. Budworth arrived from Florida, basically, the place was run on steam-powered typewriters on a shoestring.

I digested this in silence. He also explained that the magazine was part of publishing history, and well positioned to benefit from the demographic, which is that, soon, everyone in UK will be fed up with Heat and Hello!, not to mention deeply antique and wearing those cords with buzzers round their necks that ring the social services when they fall over (as in the famous ad picturing a Mrs Hope, outstretched on the lino, who’s had a Nasty Fall but knows that Help is Coming).

Ben was most amusing and chatty. As we drank tea, he revealed (he was very indiscreet, thank God, because so am I) that Graydon Carter, the editor of Vanity Fair, had written to Uncle Tom Bowles while Uncle Tom was ruling the roost, asking to come and see the old place, for old times’ sake.

Ben pointed to the bergère chair with a baize board in which Spy drew his original cartoons in a dark corner, and told how Tom Bowles, proprietor of The Lady, had written back to the editor of Vanity Fair: ‘I quite see why you would want to come and see us. But why would we want to see you?’

Then he launched into a seamless spiel I sensed he had delivered many times before. About how he wanted to bring the mag into the modern age. Double the circulation to 65,000 (I gulped) and restore the lustre the title once had, when it graced the shelves as the UK’s first and finest women’s weekly (a boast that still resided on the cover). Oh yes, and almost halve the average age of the reader from seventy-eight to anyone over forty-five. (I gulped even harder.) He explained how the old editor, Arline Usden, had finally gone in March, that they’d had a mini-relaunch, followed by an interim editor in May (Sarah Kennedy) and that they needed a new one in September. ‘So, Rach, will you do it?’ he asked me directly.

I tried to look diffident. As if the editorship was neither here nor there. But I felt my pulse quicken.

I still hadn’t been formally whacked by my paper, but that was only, I knew, because no one from News International could be bothered to pick up the phone to tell me and confirm what I’d already been told by Eleanor Mills (‘the short one’) and my commissioning editor, Susannah Herbert (‘the tall one’).

‘Hold on,’ I parried, sipping my tea and nibbling a luxury biscuit from the M&S assortment on a plate. Some were wrapped in foil, I noticed. The chocolate was nice and thick.

‘Are you offering me the job without seeing anyone else?’ I smelt rat, a big one, that you could see from space. ‘Who else have you seen? Tell me!’

An opaque expression crossed Ben’s face, and he muttered a couple of names. Then he covered the moment by mentioning a salary that was reasonably attractive given my income had plummeted, but was between a half and a third of what I earned in a good year. But this was June 2009: these were, as we all knew, not good years for journalists, and this was proving to be a particularly crap year money-wise for me.

As I clattered down yet another dusty staircase out into Covent Garden, I graciously told Ben I would think about it.

It was only as the heavy door shut behind me that it dawned on me.

Not only did I totally need the old-lady-mag gig, I really wanted it too.

30 June 2009

Got the call from the paper formally whacking me today. Richard Caseby (the managing editor) concluded the very perfunctory kitten-drowning session by asking me if I wanted, despite my contract being terminated at the end of June, to continue to file my weekly column for the News Review all the way through July and August until mid-September – i.e., work all through the summer so that my replacement, one Miss Eleanor Mills (surprise!) could have the summer off to romp carefree on sunny beaches with her children. I admit at that point my good humour momentarily deserted me. It’s impossible to find people to write in July and August and I was buggered if I was going to be a stand-in for my own slot.

‘Mmm … no thanks,’ I told Caseby in a lordly way, as if money was no object. So that’s it. As of now, I have no income, three children at private school, two houses to run, a dog to feed, and a summer holiday to get through on tick.

I immediately got on the blower to Ben, and threw my hat back into the ring with a vengeance.

I recanted on my previous position that editing a magazine ‘doesn’t fit my timeframe’. I am going for the job hell for leather. I have even gone out and bought and read a copy of the magazine for the first time ever. And it is immediately clear to me why no one’s buying it apart from those who always have. It’s full of random articles, about seasonal flowers and furry animals. It has its charms – if I was stuck in a dentist’s waiting room for two hours it would be marginally better than reading nothing – but The Lady bears absolutely no relationship, so far as I can tell, to the modern universe, or the news cycle, let alone the third millennium.

In turn, Ben has asked me to come up with my manifesto for change and uplift. So what I immediately did was what I always do. I called Ivo.

‘Is there anyone at the National Trust who could help me produce a dummy issue of The Lady?’ I asked. I’ve been writing for the nationals since I was in short trousers, but still have no idea, you see, how a photograph or a Word document makes it from my screen on to the printed page. How it fits. How you add headlines, and pictures, and page numbers, picture credits, and make it look glossy and appetizing. Even at Isis, I had a designer and teams of pushy freshers to do the actual work.

‘Sure,’ Ivo said. ‘I’ll call Sue Herdman.’ Sue Herdman edits the National Trust magazine, which has a circulation of – oh – several million. So within minutes I’d whistled up a professional freelance designer called Caroline de Peyer, who agreed to come to my house the next day. I rubbed my hands. Bingo! I knew it was in the bag.

When Caroline arrived, she quickly mocked up a dummy of The Lady while I gazed on with awe. On the inside pages of the PDF, she laid out my ‘manifesto’, which was basically a list of me dropping every name I could think of and offering them up as potential contributors, from Boris to Paxo via Jilly Cooper and Kirstie Allsopp.

I came up with a list of cover girls and my mission statement for the magazine. This is basically that it must be a portal product for any woman over forty-five who is fed up to the back teeth with staple weekly women’s fare: mags in the hairdresser all about Posh, Britney’s knickerlessness, Kerry Katona’s coke habit or Demi Moore’s plastic surgery on her knees. I said The Lady had to become a must-read for anyone who thinks that there is more to life than telly, celebrity baby-weight, Hollywood and gossip. I think my dummy – which has a winsome pic of a grinning Dame Cath Kidston of the Floral Oven Gloves on the front – is a winner. On page two ran my pitch:


The Lady is looking younger. She’s definitely mislaid her Zimmer. The pastel-hued relaunch of spring 2009 is a small and sprightly step in the right direction. But she still needs someone to turn the clock back a few decades to enhance the title’s appeal to vigorous, busy women in middle age as well as those in their twilight years. Someone to establish the revered Lady brand once more as a title on crowded shelves; to market the magazine tirelessly via television and radio appearances and authored pieces; and also to commission copy that is going to be picked up, and reprinted in the nationals.



It goes on:


Like a crumbling stately home in need of a new roof, our Lady of Bedford Street needs a facelift. She needs freshness (not in the feminine-hygiene sense, I hasten to add), confidence and humour. The Lady will become more hip, less hip replacement.



This was a shameless filch from Emma Soames, who applied the same claim to her Saga magazine with spectacular results.


More sunny-side-up, less sunset home. I can even put the fun into funeral, as Dafydd Jones, London’s top society photographer, will attend the smartest memorial services and parties across town and bring you exclusive photographs of the vieillesse dorée in their finery for a new feature.



My pitch ends:


Under my editorship, we will together lift The Lady up to where she belongs, and take the title to these new readers, and give them what they want. The Lady can never be a Bitch or a Slut, and she is never going to be that interested in gossip or celebrity news. She will always be fragrant; she will always be The Lady.



I fired off the PDFs of the cover and my manifesto, feeling super-confident, with a covering email that said:


Dear Ben

I have pleasure in submitting for your perusal my early thoughts and suggestions to titivate your gracious title.

With all good wishes

Rachel



I didn’t in all honesty see how Ben could resist.

After I’d sent it, I went for a walk. As I strode along, thinking about my ‘manifesto’, I had a wobble. However zippy I made The Lady, I still couldn’t see why, in all honesty, my friends would buy it when they got the Telegraph mag on Saturday and Style magazine on Sunday for free with their papers, and the internet all day every day for nothing. Even if I did edit it – even if I did get scoops and interviews and fantastic writers. The problem was, however killer my manifesto, however good my feature ideas, and however bulging my Rolodex, The Lady – a hand-held glossy magazine for women of a certain age – was a printed media format, and therefore a product for the second millennium, not the third. And nothing was ever going to change that.

My BlackBerry vibrated. I fished it out of my pocket, hoping for something nice. After all, I had just been fired, and needed cheering up.

It was from someone I didn’t know. Who’d found my email address.


From: Jimmy Burke

To: Rachel Johnson

Sent: 1 June 2009 17:57

Subject: Hmmm

I wouldn’t usually do this – in fact, I’ve never done this – but I just feel compelled to let you know that I think it’s a real shame that the media is clogged with people like you. Your essays in The Sunday Times are simply terrible. Badly structured, dreary and lacking any sense of purpose. No gusto, no insight, nothing but cliché. I can’t detect even the faintest whiff of talent. Clearly, your career owes everything to your good fortune in being born to whom you were. And this is why I used the word ‘shame’: there are genuinely talented writers and journalists out there, and people such as you are keeping them from working, and us from reading them.



I stared at this for a while, thinking, WHY ME? Then I pinged mine back to him, knowing it was a mistake to rise to the fly of one of the green-ink brigade. It contained one word – ‘Chippy!’ – as if I didn’t care. But I did.

Bad day.










End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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