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Fleet Street Fox has been a tabloid reporter for more than a decade, and started a blog three years ago revealing the inside story of her divorce and chronicling a trade in decline.


More recently she has started a news comment blog at www.fleetstreetfox.com, which gets 100,000 hits a month (and growing) and has seen her invited on to Radio 4’s Woman’s Hour and Charlie Brooker’s Screenwipe.


This book is the first instalment in her diaries, a blend of her own true story and internal scandals of Fleet Street, with much more to come . . .
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DEDICATION


THIS story is as close to the truth as I can get without being sued, served with an injunction, or never spoken to again by some of my friends.


In places identities and chronology have been fudged to deny the bad guys an opportunity for revenge, and to prevent the good guys from getting big heads.


Other parts are raw and unvarnished, and I reckon you’ll be able to spot when I’m writing from the heart.


As a consequence this book is a blend of fact and fiction, and you’ll have to work out for yourself which bits are which.


I owe thanks to too many people to list here, but mainly to my inspiring and brilliant Mum and Dad, the two best friends anyone could ever have.


Finally, this book is dedicated to the feral beasts of Fleet Street – I’m proud to be one of you.


To my friends – enjoy. And to my enemies – read it and weep.


PS I am not a real fox.




DAY ONE


TODAY is the worst day of the rest of my life. I mean, it can’t get much worse.


So far I have attempted double murder, been in police custody, had several of the all-time Worst Conversations of my Life, and suffered a nervous breakdown at the ‘Baskets Only’ checkout in Sainsbury’s.


All that and it’s only just gone noon. I suppose something more awful could happen in the next twelve hours, but unless I’m the sole victim of a tiny but well-aimed nuclear strike it’s simply not going to register.


When today began, at 12.01 a.m, I was in a prison cell contemplating the ruin of everything I know and uncomfortably aware that I had broken the first rule of journalism. As a trainee reporter you are always told to practise your shorthand, stay away from the TV cameras, and above all things ‘never become the story’. But now not only was I the story, it was one my Fleet Street colleagues would cheerfully kill each other to find out about, and one which I have written so many times about other people that I knew all too well where it would lead. I could almost hear the knives being sharpened for me.


I was also experiencing the world’s worst cup of tea, which the nice custody sergeant had got me out of a machine, the first ominous twinges of stress-induced diarrhoea, and the realization that my cell possessed just one tiny square of toilet paper.


On top of that my shoes, laces and belt had been taken away – ‘just to be sure’ – and the only foot-coverings available in the high-security nick, more often used to house suspected terrorists, were size fourteen plimsolls. Pacing up and down the urine-scented ten-foot cell under the unblinking eye of a CCTV camera, I resembled not so much a desperate criminal as a woman trying to walk in flippers.


Slap, slap, slap. Turn. Slap, slap, slap.


And all the time sipping the undrinkable tea, grimacing, and thinking to myself: ‘I do hope I’m not in front of that camera when the squits arrive.’


It would have been bearable had I been drunk. Then I could have found the whole thing wildly funny, burbled to myself for a bit and lapsed into a deep, dreamless sleep, thinking I would have a great yarn for my mates when I sobered up. Unfortunately I was stone-cold sober and chillingly aware of my surroundings, the failings which had led me there, and all of the possible, uniformly grim and painful outcomes. As I stared at the tiled wall all I could think was: ‘I am twenty-nine years old, my heart is broken, and my life is over.’


That was twelve hours ago, and then I was numb, if a little weepy. Now the sun is high in the sky and I’m feeling a pain so great it’s a physical agony. It’s as though my heart is being torn to pieces, like there’s a knife behind my ribcage, and my lungs are filled with burning rocks. Even my blood hurts, as if there’s ground glass in every vein and capillary, each corpuscle sharpened to a series of lethal points bowling crazily around my insides, cutting, slashing, tearing. I’ve cried so much my throat is raw, but the tears still pour out of my eyes. Hell could not hold the pain I feel.


But journalists are never off-duty, and even today I’m a news reporter, which means I cannot help but question things that seem unusual. The amount of snot I am producing, for one. Where’s it all coming from? Why won’t it stop? Why haven’t my eyes fallen out? And now that I have failed at both murder and marriage, what’s left?


Another nagging worry is that I’m trying to hide, but the car park at Sainsbury’s may not be the best place to do it. Everyone who walks past the car can see me sitting in it sobbing like a mad woman. But all hacks know it’s easy to hide in a crowd, comforting even, and anything is better than being at home. My husband’s there with my parents, and they want A Word with him. God knows how much of him will be left when I go back. If I go back.


I did not expect to be here on a sunny day in June. I should be at work, gazing out of the newsroom window wishing something interesting would happen, emailing my mates, and spending the lunch hour gazing in the windows of Baby Gap while telling myself it’s far too early to be buying bootees.


Instead my chest seems to have been ripped open by a rocket, and my best friend is a parking space. Why is the sun shining? Where are the glowering storm clouds you’re supposed to get at times like this? The torrential, end-of-the-world rain? Why does everything look the same, when everything’s changed? How can people still be walking around and smiling?


I can never smile again. I feel powerless, adrift, buffeted about like a twig in a torrent, swept towards a sewer’s gaping mouth, where the best I can hope for is a different kind of shit. Or maybe it is more like being a clown who tripped over his stupid giant shoes in the hall of mirrors and is now sat, uncomprehending, amid the dying tinkly noises, thinking: ‘Whathafu . . . ?’


But it’s spilt milk now. Everything I knew and loved has been torn up, thrown out, ripped away, and all that’s left is me. Somehow I have to work out what to do and press on, surrounded by 10,000 shards of glass, about a billion years of bad luck and frankly astonishing amounts of mucus.


This is not a task to undertake lightly or without some kind of specialist equipment. After an hour or so wandering the supermarket aisles, crying quietly, picking things up and putting them down again, I am back in the car post-breakdown with the most useful items I could find.


One giant 1.5 litre bottle of screw-top white wine (normal-sized bottle will not be enough), one double pack custard creams, one triple pack Cadbury’s Dairy Milk chocolate, a copy of Hair Ideas magazine and today’s edition of the Scum, front page screamer: ‘JEN AND ANGELINA – CONFRONTATION!!’


‘Oh God, I am absolutely buggered,’ I think, banging my forehead on the steering wheel as the memory of everything that happened the night before triggers a new wave of pain that fountains up through my chest and geysers out of my swollen eyes.


Mum said she would ring when it was safe for me to go home but I am fed up of waiting. This day has been very long, not least because I have been awake for all of it. At 1 a.m. the sympathetic constables released me into my parents’ shocked custody; at 2 a.m. I was still trying to explain recent events to them (Third Worst Conversation of my Life); at 3 a.m. I went to bed, and at 3.07 a.m. I got back up again; at 4 a.m. I was logged on to the computer torturing myself with emails and waiting for daylight so I could talk to someone; at 5 a.m. I realized daylight had arrived but the only other creature awake was the cat from next door, who wages a malicious war with me over her perceived right to shit in my flowerbeds. I spotted her squatting, yelled ‘geddowdervityerdamncat’, watched the bloody animal bolt over the fence, and then realized I was on my own again.


At 6 a.m. I emailed some things to work, and at 8 a.m. rang my boss, the news editor, Bill Bishop. He’s known to all as ‘Bish’ – an old school newspaperman, the last of a breed. He’s as northern as chips with gravy, and of indeterminate late-middle-age; there are unconfirmed rumours that he used to file his copy on tablets of stone and once bollocked Noah for missing a deadline.


‘What fookin’ time d’yer call this? Has the Queen died or summat?’ he said when I rang. I said: ‘Not that I know of. Um. I’m afraid I’ve had a spot of bother.’


There was a pause of one beat, and Bish said: ‘What’d yer get arrested fer?’ I told him the story, explaining I was now a hardened but crap criminal. He listened quietly and sighed. ‘Well, tek the rest o’the week off, we’ll manage wi’out yer. Chin oop, lass.’


At 9 a.m. I woke up Mum and Dad, who had stayed overnight, and we drank tea while staring silently at the walls. At 11 a.m. I went to see a solicitor, who said I could change the locks for my safety so long as I didn’t bar Twatface from the house. Then I wandered the supermarket, getting concerned looks from the shelf-stackers. They whispered to each other while looking at me, not bothering to hide their curiosity any more than I tried to hide my tears, until eventually I went back to the car where I could cry without upsetting anyone. Ah, the phone . . .


Dad is at the front door putting a new lock in. Mum’s in the kitchen switching the kettle on. I don’t say anything to either of them, just unscrew the wine and walk into the garden to sit under my tree. It’s got huge twisty roots to sit on, and I lean against the trunk and take in the garden I’ve worked so hard to make nice. It’s one of my favourite spots in the world, a place where I always feel fulfilled and at peace. I don’t even notice it now – I just sit on my root, swig from the bottle, and cry. It’s like breathing, I can’t seem to stop doing it.


Mum and Dad come out to sit with me. They speak quietly and with long pauses, like they’re in a library or a funeral home. Mum talks about my husband. She says he was sad, unshaven, unwashed, wearing yesterday’s suit. He told them he cared about me and was stricken by conscience. He promised to be honest. Then he packed a couple of bags and left. Dad said he wanted to thump him. Mum said she was optimistic. They want to take me back home for a few days. They pack a bag and steer me like a sleepwalker to their car.


The clock radio in my old bedroom says it’s 23.37. When it said 20.30 I went to bed exhausted and just switched off, immediately unconscious. Now I am awake again. That means my total amount of sleep in the past forty hours has been three hours and seven minutes. It’s kind of interesting to know that is all my mind and body need to function at a basic level, but I’m now alert as a field mouse that has seen the shadow of a hawk – panicking, worrying, fretting over all this rubbish – and I am on my own for the nine hours it will take for the rest of the world to wake up and give me someone to talk to. I quietly pace the house for a few hours, trying not to wake my parents, and then return to bed to bury my face in the pillow and muffle the great, gasping sobs I heave up until dawn.


Perhaps I will evolve to become completely nocturnal, terrified of daylight and noise, venturing out only in darkness. Long, fine hairs will grow all over my body, my eyes will bulge to enormous proportions and I will be targeted by documentary-makers . . . ‘and here, our infra-red cameras have captured for the first time this elusive creature as it comes out of its burrow to forage. It may once have shared a common ancestor with humans, but, after many years’ isolation, it is nervous of man and survives on a diet of stale Pringles, cold tea and custard creams . . .’


One good thing happened today though – The Editor rang. Now, newspaper editors are a strange bunch: former reporters of one kind or another who spend years politicking to get to the top of a very greasy pole, and live in a rarefied world of power, chauffeur-driven cars and never having to carry cash. Some editors are nice and some are mean, and they are all a little bit bonkers. I’ve always thought mine was all right compared to others, pretty decent, but no more or less than that. Anyway The Editor rang, and as I answered the call and realized who it was my first thought was that I’d get a rollocking for not being at work.


Instead I was asked: ‘How are you?’ I stumbled, surprised, through the story of the past twenty-four hours. The Editor mmmed and uh-huhed and said: ‘She didn’t? He what? Well no, I don’t blame you.’


The Editor listened as I brought the tale up to date, said nothing when I wept a little at the end, and then told me: ‘Well, the phones have gone mad. Every hack in Fleet Street seems to know something happened, but not exactly what. And as far as I’m concerned, that’s how it’s going to stay. No one here will breathe a word about it and the gossip will soon die down. The good news is that I hear she’s REALLY fat.’


That’s when I cracked a smile for the first time. ‘Ha,’ I said, snuffle-snorting through the snot.


Then The Editor said: ‘He’s a wanker. You’re a great reporter, a gorgeous girl, brilliant and young. In six months this will look totally different. You’ll be fine. Don’t let this beat you.’


The Editor rang off, telling me to take as much time as I liked and not to come back to work until I was ready to face everyone. I looked at my watch and realized the newsroom would be right on deadline for first edition, and The Editor had spent half an hour listening to me, even with a paper to get out. It made me feel that all was not lost. Even better, it had made me laugh. It was half-hysterical and painful and I was crying at the same time, but a laugh’s a laugh, and in the current circumstances something to be grateful for.


Alone here in my childhood bed, I counted up the things I’d gained in a day. A £125 bill for seeing a solicitor I never thought I’d need, for one; entry into the national DNA database for another; and thousands of unanswered questions, most of which were a form of ‘is he with her?’


But also, better, some knowledge too: that I am probably not capable of murder, having failed so miserably on my first attempt; The Editor’s not that bonkers; a lot of the Worst Conversations of my Life are now out of the way; and if I can laugh a bit today, then one day I’ll laugh a LOT. It might be when I’m locked away for the safety of myself and others, but a day will come when I will laugh at all of this.


Maybe tomorrow.




THE DAY BEFORE


IT’S 4 a.m. and I can’t sleep. At times like this things play on your mind.


Like how on earth I married such a twat, for example. Or why I stayed. And what’s so wrong with me that he seriously thinks some big bird is more attractive?


Maybe she has a lovely personality? Or maybe she is even more stupid than I am?


My mobile’s been going mad and in normal circumstances I’d have a right ear that looked like it had been left on a radiator – journalists spread gossip quicker than butter. Instead I’ve left the phone to ring and beep to itself, unable to bear the kindly concern, the worried friends and the incorrigible gossips fishing for a good line. Now and again I’ve picked it up and flicked through the messages to delete them, and have managed to notice something of a theme developing.


The Editor heard she was fat. The crime girl says, ‘She’s a porker.’ The sports reporters have been spluttering about needing, ‘Twelve pints and a packet of scratchings’ before they’d go near her. The showbiz columnist was told she resembled a kraken.


Seeing as these people are friends – and spiteful bastards all – it’s to be expected and I would dismiss the remarks as normal bitching if it weren’t for the fact that I’ve seen the woman myself.


Now, I’m no oil painting. Normal hair, normal face, normal height, reasonable legs I suppose. Normal levels of female insecurity too, which led me to assume my rival had to be a gorgeous little thing capable of drawing the attention of any red-blooded male.


A few things raised my suspicions – a nonchalant mention of a name I didn’t recognize, a missed dinner, a sudden need to work late. The kind of thing that would be ignored by most people but in a hack gets your nose sniffing. The average person would be surprised at the amount of information a reporter can find about them through perfectly legal means – electoral roll, social networks, Google – like who lived where and at what time with whom. The most common thing people say when I knock on their doors is a shocked, ‘How did you get this address?’ As though it’s a state secret I could only have found out by torturing their granny. When I tell them they’re in the voters’ register, the phone book, or left their Faceache open, they deflate and say, ‘Oh, yeah.’


In my case I came home from work one day and he’d left his work emails wide open on the computer. I went to turn it off, the screen came to life, and everything imploded.


I remember some screaming, but it wasn’t that high-pitched female kind you get with spiders or mice. They were low, guttural, they came from my stomach. They sounded like a gorilla was being tortured. And of course then I knew her name.


After five minutes’ work on the computer I also had her home address in a rich bit of town, date of birth, family history, workplace, friends’ details and her phone number. Not many wives could have done that – this job is a blessing at times, as well as a curse.


She’s posh and she’s young, and her name – Hattie, short for Henrietta – makes her sound like a consumptive Victorian damsel in a swoon. She probably has a collection of stuffed toys, too.


I also knew from the emails that my husband was with her and not, as he’d claimed when saying he suddenly wouldn’t be home for dinner, with friends in Highgate.


There is only one thing any reporter – hell, any woman – would do in this situation. Front them up on the doorstep, of course; stand the story up or get it knocked down. I had to know for sure.


I drove there, although I couldn’t tell you how. At one point I realized I was doing 80 m.p.h. in a bus lane, and decided I didn’t care. There was no answer to my knocks at her door so I thought maybe they were out. I walked around some of the local pubs to see if I could spot them – no doubt scaring the customers who saw a demented, wild-eyed woman doing laps of the bar – and then went back to her flat, in the basement of a big Georgian house.


As I went down the steps to her door a second time I saw one of the net curtains twitch, and realized they were inside, looking out at me and probably laughing. So I knocked on the door, then thumped on it, and as my anger built started to use my feet as well, anything to make them open up and talk to me. As they continued to hide I started roundhouse-kicking, which as I was in heeled boots just hurt my foot. After ten minutes or so the doorknocker fell off, and in my screwed-up thought processes it seemed the politest thing to do to post it through the letterbox, in case it got stolen. Then I carried on kicking for a bit, with some yelling thrown in. Some of the neighbours looked out of their windows, and I took great delight in shouting, ‘WHORE!’ at the top of my voice so they could all hear.


Eventually I realized that my targets were prepared to wait it out until I got tired. I went back to my car, where I’d left my phone, and rang my husband. I can only imagine the scene inside the flat, but after ten or more rings he finally answered, in the jolliest high-pitched voice you’ve ever heard.


‘Hello! How are you? I’m in Highgate!’


‘I know exactly where you are. I read your emails,’ I said, quite calmly. ‘Get out here.’


‘Y-you read my emails? H-h-how did you . . .’


‘Least of your problems. Get out here NOW.’


I hung up and as I walked back down the steps to her door, he opened it and stepped outside. He looked sheepish, and was doing up his shirt buttons.


I had not really thought about what I was going to do, but it wouldn’t have been anything more than a shout and a scene. Seeing him having to get dressed when he left her made me furious, and from the top of the steps I launched myself at him, my hands outstretched. I didn’t have any intent in mind beyond trying to stop the thing that was hurting me. He caught my hands and when I tried to break free he threw me against the concrete wall next to the steps. I fought and yelled, and as I pushed off the wall we spun around and I was thrown against the wall opposite as I struggled and screamed. A neighbour came outside, and a passer-by tried to push between us, and told my husband to stop.


‘It’s all right,’ replied my husband, with one of his charming smiles, as though it was a reasonable explanation for a street fight. ‘She’s my wife.’


The bystander looked at me.


‘It’s true,’ I said. ‘And that WHORE in there is going to explain what she’s doing with my husband!’


The stranger backed away, the neighbour stared with his mouth open, and my husband smiled reassuringly at them both. While he looked away I grabbed the chance to deliver two solid kicks to my husband’s testicles. As he bent over I whirled and ran back to Hattie’s door, which was as shut as it had ever been. Next to it was a window and a dozen pots and troughs filled with dead plants she’d obviously never bothered to water, on the sill and on the ground.


Without any thought, I picked up a rectangular trough about a foot long and six inches wide. My husband reappeared and tried to grab it from me, and we wrestled over the terracotta for a few seconds before it flew from our grasp – intentionally or otherwise, I honestly don’t know – and smashed through the window.


For some reason I followed it, as frenzied and set on killing as a zombie in a film, with my eyes out on stalks and spittle flying everywhere.


I came to my senses somewhere in the middle of Hattie’s broken window, my head and shoulders swathed in a net curtain, hands and knees in broken glass, nails dug into the wooden sill like a lioness’ claws in a gazelle, and with my husband trying to pull me out by the ankles.


Somehow it dawned on me that the police were coming – I think he told me – and I realized that being arrested inside the building was technically burglary, and a lot more serious than being arrested outside, which was an entirely different kind of crime. Terrorism of some sort, perhaps. The homicidal rage ebbed away and I reversed gingerly back on to the pavement.


Immediately I heard approaching sirens, and my husband said: ‘You’d better go.’


‘I’m not going anywhere,’ I replied, folding my arms and planting myself facing the door. ‘I’ve nothing to hide, and when the police turn up she’s going to have to open that door and look me in the eye.’


Two constables appeared in great haste and there was an unpleasant conversation in which my husband explained to the officers that this was his wife and in there was his girlfriend.


One of the officers stood next to me while the other knocked on the door, which did not open. ‘Can you open the door, please?’ he said. There was a pause, while he listened to someone squeaking in terror on the other side. ‘No, you have to open the door or we’ll break it down. You called us, and we have to verify that you’re safe.’


There was another moment before the door opened a crack. The officer pushed it open further, then stepped inside and shut it behind him.


During the journey my brain had whirred with putdowns, witty remarks, catty one-liners that would have left her a quivering wreck and him begging for my forgiveness. But when I had that brief glimpse as she opened the door all I could do was stand there like a guppy fish, mouth open, eyes wide, brain reading ‘Error 404: Witty remarks could not be found.’


She was in silhouette with the summer evening sun coming in a window behind her. I saw a bob haircut, an A-line fifties-style dress, and flat shoes.


She had very sturdy calves, I noticed abstractedly as my eyes passed over them, and while logic told me she had to have ankles there was no obvious sign of any.


My husband was stood next to me. I looked at him, pointed at the now-closed door, and said: ‘Are you serious . . . ? But . . . she’s FAT.’


The policeman next to us made a coughing noise.


My husband took a drag on his cigarette – he had only lit it because he knew I hated them – and said: ‘She’s not that big.’


‘Not that big? She’s got calves the size of my torso! She’s fucking HUGE!’


The policeman spluttered, then clamped his lips tight.


‘We haven’t had sex yet,’ muttered my husband.


‘I’m not bloody surprised! You’ll probably have to send off for a small stepladder and some kind of pulley system. Fuck ME!’ I exclaimed, hands on hips, shaking my head in disbelief.


The policeman turned to face the wall and compose himself as his colleague came out of the flat. The first officer told me I was being arrested and my husband stood and watched as they led me away to the patrol car.


I sat on the back seat and caught sight of the computer display on the dashboard, which read: ‘Caller says partner’s ex-wife has turned up and is causing a disturbance.’


EX-wife?


PARTNER?


WTF?


Then it was off to the cells, to wait for a lawyer, to call my parents from the custody suite, asking them to come and get me, to pace and cry and be interviewed on tape and have my fingerprints taken, before accepting a formal warning, get given my shoes back and be released.


My state of mind has not improved much since then. I’ve since found out that Hattie’s a reporter, too – only she hates the tabloids, which are where the most successful and well-paid journalists end up, because they sell more and it’s harder work. She told one friend of mine: ‘Oh, I simply couldn’t bear to work for the popular press. I only want to work for serious papers.’


So, the unpopular press, then? I see.


Yet she’s having an affair with a married newspaper executive who works on one of the country’s biggest tabloids. She obviously doesn’t mind the popular press when they’re buying her dinner.


And what was he thinking? A journo married to a journo and shagging a journo who expects not to be found out by all the other journos they both know? I spend half my life catching people having affairs. It took me less than a fortnight after they had met to realize what was going on, and mere minutes to prove it was true. Fleet Street is a tiny, incestuous little world – everybody knows everybody else, or at least someone who met them in a bar once. He was always going to get busted, if not by me then by any one of two dozen other people.


Well, I know what he was thinking. He was thinking: ‘She’s not that big.’


Hattie’s a nice, girly name, and it suits her about as well as I suit hot pants. She’s not nice, and while I’m prepared to take someone’s word for it that she is a girl, there’s no obvious external clue. And if you think I’m being vindictive – she had the bloody cheek to press charges, which is pretty nasty considering it’s my husband she’s stealing. In her shoes I would have had some sympathy for the wronged wife, and something approaching a sense of shame.


And all over a flowerpot through a window. Although I admit, had I got inside the flat I’ve no idea what I might have done. Part of me wishes the police had found me cackling over their dismembered corpses with a power tool in each hand. A flowerpot and a broken window sound pathetic.


Bollocks to nice Victorian names – she is Fatty to me for evermore! If she ever walks into my newsroom I shan’t be responsible for my actions.


(Except in the next 365 days, which is the period during which I must not get arrested for anything else, according to the police caution she has so thoughtfully arranged for me.)




DAY TWO


OH, it’s morning. Quick check – yep, just as rubbish as yesterday. Fab.


The days are becoming circular, a constant spiral of hurt as though I have been strapped to a Catherine wheel and tortured by a cackling hag. Today is just as painful as yesterday, and I am just as broken.


I tossed and turned for hours last night, reliving the fight, and in the darkest hours I simply buried my face in the pillow and cried, horrible stabbing pains tearing through me. The physical agony is very real, although it must be purely in my head – who knew that love could be this bad? Even when the grief recedes, it still feels like my skin’s being slowly sliced off from the inside.


Eventually, exhausted and desperate for a few hours of unconsciousness, I decided to search my parents’ bathroom cabinet for anything that might bring sleep.


Milk of magnesia won’t do it. Nor will thirty-year-old Strepsils, crusty tubes of Germolene, or ancient cotton buds. Why do they never throw anything away? That old bottle of cough syrup has probably fermented long enough to be a type of whisky, but I am too young to die.


Instead I settled on a cup of warm milk, and ended up stumbling around the house trying not to wake the folks up. This is quite difficult when your teenage bedroom has been turned into a geriatric gymnasium and you don’t want to turn any lights on. It’s not my familiar smelly pit any more; the giant Daniel Day-Lewis poster is long gone. It’s all treadmills and exercise bikes, and my poor limp teddy bear sitting on the bed, with worn paws and a face faded in the sun.


I managed to fumble my way to the kitchen, but coming back crashed into a door frame, spilt hot milk all down myself and swore. I don’t know if it was the thump or the swearing that woke her, but mums are attuned to the tiniest instance of either, so mine put on her dressing gown and came to sit with me for a while.


She’s sleeping as little as I am, and it made me feel even worse to see the worry she feels for me. I simply cannot go on without sleep, I told her, and it doesn’t feel like I will find it any time soon. It could be weeks before any kind of calm returns, and in the meantime, after three nights of being awake, it feels like my mind is going. My vision swims, my head throbs, and my hands shake. ‘We have to go to the doctor to get something,’ I said. At first she refuses, worried what I’ll do with a handful of sleeping pills. ‘I’m not going to do anything stupid,’ I said. ‘Dish me out one a night if you like; but I cannot go on like this.’


She tucked me into bed just as she used to, sat with me and stroked my cheek softly with her knuckles like she did when I was a little girl, until my eyes finally drifted shut and for a while the thoughts ceased their constant circle.


I woke up at 6.14 a.m., and waited for sounds of movement before I went to talk to the elders. Seeing them sitting up in bed, the morning sun on their faces, it was shocking to realize how old they have become. Perhaps it was only the events of the past few days, or maybe I just hadn’t noticed before, but Dad’s hair seemed suddenly grey, and his laughing blue eyes were dull. Mum’s unlined face appeared to sag as she sipped her tea and asked if I had managed to sleep.


Dad is keen on the idea of brisk, vigorous exercise as a cure-all for heartbreak and mental anguish. At his insistence I nibbled half a Weetabix and was dragged out to the garden to help him prune a tree, but after a few minutes I started to shiver and tremble and he sent me indoors.


I rang Cee, my oldest friend. She said: ‘You’re probably better off without him.’ Mum, who was quite positive yesterday and saying things like, ‘All is not lost,’ changed her tune, too, and said: ‘Maybe it’s for the best.’


The upshot is I am considering starting a game of cliché bingo. Others still to collect in the set include: ‘It’s not you, it’s me,’ ‘It’ll all come out in the wash,’ and ‘We can work it out,’ plus many, many more. ‘You’ve still got your health,’ is the gold-star clincher.


We went to the chemist and got some herbal sleeping pills, then because I had nothing else to do I checked my husband’s emails – he used to tell me his password, the plonker. There was a receipt for an Interflora order, and I was getting irritated by his pathetic apology when I noticed they weren’t for me. They were for Tania Banks.


Now, Tania Banks has been a friend of both of ours for years. Another reporter, she had sat next to me in the newsroom for a while, and through me met my husband. Lately I had begun to be annoyed by her: there were rumours among the photographers that half her stories were made up, although for some reason she seemed able to dodge the usual consequences. She was always banging on about her latest diet, and wore a bra that was too small in the mistaken belief that it made her boobs look bigger, when in fact it just gave her back-fat. But we still shared gossip and mutual friends, and I always covered for her when she disappeared for two-hour manicures.


Anyway, Tania came to our wedding, made a catty comment about my shoes which I chose to overlook, drank vast amounts of champagne and in return gave us, oh, all right, a quite nice set of saucepans. Tania, during the few weeks since Fatty’s name was first mentioned, has been a shoulder for me to cry on while I’ve wondered where he is, been confused by his suddenly-offhand treatment and caught him out in silly lies which now, finally, make a dreadful sense. I told her all my suspicions while they were still forming in my head, and she told me I must be wrong.


Tania is also friends with Fatty. She introduced her to my husband at a dinner party which I was going to go to until he said: ‘No, boo, you’re tired after a long day at work. You go home, and I’ll see you later.’


He’s been staying with Tania for the past few days. And Tania, apparently, deserves flowers. But I don’t.


So I emailed her and begged her to tell me anything, anything at all.


This is her reply:


<To Foxy, 11.32 a.m.


From: Banks, Tania


Oh, my love – I cannot begin to imagine how dreadful you must feel, poor thing. It is simply awful, and you’ve all my sympathy. Obviously, as their friend my first loyalty is to the other two parties, who I should say are wretched. Anything I could tell you about their relationship would just cause you more pain. We are all concerned for you, so if you need anything, just let me know.


Tania


PS I imagine you won’t be able to show your face at work so let me have the number of your Cheryl Tweedy contact and I’ll crack on with that toilet story.>


My. Bloody. GOD. All her sympathy? What, both grains? Their friend? Wretched? RELATIONSHIP? And now she wants my Cheryl contact, too? Christ on a bike, is there anything life won’t take off me?


After the spluttering ceased I wrote a reply which hopefully, like poison, will find its way to Fatty’s ear.


<To: Banks, Tania, 11.40 a.m.


From: Foxy


Tania – I don’t blame you for wanting to stay out of it, but I’m sure you can understand my need for answers, considering that in the space of ten days my husband was capable of trying for a baby with me and then watching calmly as I was led away to the cells.


PS I’ve already filed copy on Cheryl.>


Ha. Bet he didn’t tell Fatty the baby stuff. It’s not strictly true, it’s more that we weren’t not trying for a baby, but it’ll get him in trouble and throw a spanner in their works. I think it’s the least they deserve after the anvil it feels like they’ve dropped on my head.


For most of today I’ve been numb, which I suppose is an improvement on crying and screaming. The only thing that makes me feel better is this – writing it down, no nearer making sense of it all, but just a way of marking the time, separating one day from the next. All day and night the thoughts flutter around my head like butterflies, and setting them down in words is like pinning them to a board, so they are finally under control. Like filing a story for the paper.


So now I’ve started this diary I think I’ll keep on writing it. It makes me feel better, and as Bish always says if a reporter’s overthinking a story too much, ‘Jus’ get it off yer notebook, for fook’s sake. Don’t let the ale get warm.’


But is it a good idea to be reporting on your own insides?




DAY THREE


THE clock says 1.42 a.m. It’s official, herbal sleeping pills are shit.


Maybe it’s just me. Maybe herbal stuff doesn’t work if you’re a criminal and a rubbish wife. The label on the bottle ought to read: ‘WARNING: May make you drowsy, but probably won’t because they’re only herbal. Do not attempt to operate heavy machinery, drive, eat or make a cup of tea because simple tasks are beyond you. If you feel side-effects just be grateful you’re feeling something. None of the above applies in cases of heartbreak, recriminations and/or betrayal. Will definitely not work if taken by idiot who obsessively rereads emails between Scarlet Woman and Cheating Husband into small hours of the night. No refunds possible.’


2.19 a.m. Ah, hell – next week’s our anniversary! Not our wedding anniversary, our getting-together one. Does that count?


3.41 a.m. I might be pregnant. Or maybe she’s pregnant?


6.42 a.m. Am I ever going to sleep again?


About lunchtime Cee rang in a combative mood. We’ve known each other all our lives and normally I’m the tough one and she’s the soft one. But today she just asked how I was, and when I said I still wasn’t sleeping, didn’t know what to do, and felt broken, she said: ‘Ditch him.’


‘Just like that? Just “ditch him”? It’s that easy, is it?’


‘What would you say to me in the same position? If I’d rung you a year ago and said I’d left my husband because I’d found out something but refused to say what because I didn’t want you to think bad things about him, then gone back when he’d promised never to do whatever it was again, and a year later all this had kicked off, what would you tell me?’


I paused and thought, and then said quietly: ‘I’d tell you to cut your losses and run.’


Her voice softened, and she said: ‘And that’s why I’m saying it. You don’t have kids, you can start again. I know you, you’d never be able to forget this. What would you do if he did it again? Could you live with that?’


No, I don’t think I could. For the first time I think about my husband objectively rather than as the man I have loved for so long. All that we had, once the rains came, held as much water as a rusty sieve. Being in love doesn’t matter a damn – that feeling comes and goes with time, like the tide. What remains while you wait is the respect you have for each other, your friendship – your character, your principles, your core. The corners get rubbed off over the years, but what you basically are, deep down, remains the same. I try my best, I have rights and wrongs, and he . . . he has weaknesses. Now I think about it, I couldn’t tell you one thing that he would never do, a single line that he would not cross. He didn’t care enough to try to be better than he was. He put himself before us, and that’s not the deal I thought we’d struck.


I dug out my mobile. He was still saved in the memory as ‘Scooby’ – after the face he pulled and noise that he made, when . . . well, you know. I renamed him ‘Twatface’. I recorded a new ringtone too, so that instead of playing ‘Scooby dooby doo, where are you . . .’ it will now screech out ‘What a wanker!’ when he rings. If he rings.


Three days at the homestead is enough for me, and for my folks. I decided to go home because there were plenty of things there to keep me busy, whereas at their house I was just moping about avoiding well-intentioned requests to, ‘Come and help wash the car,’ or questions like: ‘Do you want to turn the compost heap?’ They felt as useless as I did, but at least if I was at home we’d stop being useless at each other.


I packed my stuff up and went outside to find my dad and say goodbye. He was at the bottom of the garden, guarding the bonfire in that way dads do, wearing oil-stained jeans and an old shirt, and he walked up to meet me. We met in the middle, and I said: ‘I’m off now.’


He said: ‘Oh, right. Well, keep your chin up.’


‘Yes, I’ll try.’


‘Things will look better in a bit.’


‘Yes, I expect so.’


I obviously looked like I didn’t believe him, because he took a step closer, put an arm around my shoulders and spoke more earnestly.


Looking intently at me, he said: ‘I know it doesn’t seem it, but one day it will be much better. It cannot stay like this for ever. Every day that passes will be a tiny bit better than the one before. Maybe not much, but it will be just a little bit better, I promise.’


And then he started to cry. My dad – my big, tall, strong and always-has-an-answer Dad – put his head on my shoulder and sobbed like a baby. I cuddled him and stroked his back as it trembled, and it was the strangest, most alien thing. He smelled of cut grass and two-stroke oil and soap, just as he always does, but for a moment he was a little boy again, bewildered and sad, in need of someone to hug him and say it would all be OK.


It lasted for ten seconds or so, then he lifted his head and sniffed, gave me a squeeze around the shoulders and said: ‘Let your mum know when you’re home safe, then.’ I promised I would, said goodbye and drove home.


I rang to let them know I’d arrived. Mum answered, and I said: ‘Is Dad there?’


‘No, he’s in the bath. Why?’


I told her what had happened, word for word. She was speechless for a moment.


‘I haven’t seen your father cry in forty-five years,’ she said. ‘Not once.’


Lying in bed, waiting fruitlessly for sleep, I felt the roiling hurt and pain inside me begin to solidify around a cold, clinical anger. What Twatface has done to me was because I decided to marry him: my pain, my choice, and my problem. But as a result of that he had also been invited into my parents’ home and family, and now they feel the same betrayal. Because of me.


So I cry every day and every night – so what? That was my own stupid fault. My mum is worried, but much as I wish she wasn’t that is what mums do. To make my father cry, to make the strongest and tallest and handsomest and funniest and most wonderful man in the whole world, who has never ever cried, break down and sob because for the first time in his life he cannot help his little girl – that is something I will never forgive. The thought makes me furious. I wanted to kill Twatface for that alone.


I lay there, my hands balling into fists at my sides, and realized that even if I decide to take him back, and run the risk of being hurt again, there is no way I will risk my parents’ heartbreak. He might hurt me again, but I could never allow him to do that to them.


The more I think about it, the more I can see only one way out.




DAY FOUR


ANOTHER night of zero sleep, only this time I thought a bit of music might help to take my mind off its never-ending circle. So the iPod – the only useful present Twatface ever bought me – went on.


Now, I am superstitious about the shuffle function. I think that whatever comes up means something, or helps to make sense of the events of the day. It’s about as logical as astrology, with the added bonus that if you don’t like what the Shuffle Gods tell you it is perfectly acceptable to flick to the next random track, and flick again, until you hear something you do like.


Sometimes the Shuffle Gods are kind, and you get just the right song to make you tap your feet and sing at the steering wheel. Then there are the days when they are cruel and harsh, when you press ‘shuffle’ and sit, poleaxed, as some far-off singer sums up your life in three short, painful minutes.


And that’s what happened to me, as an anonymous man read out a speech given to some high-school kids years ago. Over gospel music.


It shouldn’t work, but somehow it does.


As I sat on the side of the bed and stared at the wall, the deep-voiced man told me the real troubles in my life would be the things that never crossed my worried mind, the kind that blindside you at 4 p.m. on an idle Tuesday.


It was 4 p.m. last Tuesday when it happened: 4 p.m. when I was just bored with nothing much to do; 4 p.m. when I first found out there might be a problem in my marriage; 4 p.m. when I realized there was another woman. My world crumpled at 4 p.m. last Tuesday. My heart contracted into a tiny point of darkness, and then exploded into everything that has happened since.


I was just telling myself that everything can be fixed, if you try hard enough, when the gravelly man went on: ‘Don’t be reckless with other people’s hearts, don’t put up with people who are reckless with yours.’


And that was the moment – the point of clarity, of no return. I saw for the first time that was exactly what had happened. My husband, the father of my unborn children, my best friend and person I love above all others, had held my heart and had recklessly dropped it. He’d stopped loving me.


Once it was light I pulled myself together and went to the supermarket to stock up on meals for one. (Oh, that was depressing. Standing in front of the freezer compartment, looking at a selection of individual microwaveable packets, and realizing I might as well fill the trolley. Then waiting at the checkout, looking at the shop assistant as she glanced at the food, then back at me, and thought to herself: ‘Single’.). I got some veg too, for the look of the thing, and ice cream, of course. Back home I emptied the fridge of everything that was dead or dying, chucked in the new stuff, and then grabbed some black bin bags.


I toured the house and everything that was Twatface’s went in – shoes, clothes, bags, coats, CDs. (Almost all of them Nick Cave or Bob Bloody Dylan, including the ‘B’ sides and stuff no one knows – I am never going to listen to that crap again.) I piled it up in the living room for him to collect. Other bags I filled up with papers and junk to chuck out, like the interminable bloody lists he used to write about everything and never complete. If he had a day off he would always have a list of things to do, starting with ‘groceries’, ‘buy papers’ and ‘walk in park’, and finish up, two sides of A4 and six hours later, with ‘learn Mandarin’ and ‘drink less’– both equally unlikely.


In the bureau were a bunch of bank statements I seized to shove in a bag, but then something caught my eye – cash taken from an ATM in Sloane Square, round the corner from her house, the previous week. I looked through the papers and saw there were trips to restaurants I’d never visited, and receipts for takeaway pizzas I hadn’t eaten. Then, and this was the kicker, £120 spent in Maggie Jones in Kensington. Our restaurant. The place where we’d had our first date, and where the manager used to greet us with open arms saying, ‘Hello, you two lovebirds!’ and give us free champagne.


He’d taken her to Maggie Jones. I could barely believe it. Although it was the least important thing, it seemed like the biggest betrayal. Was it so he could always remember it as ‘our’ restaurant whichever woman he was with?


Then, somehow, I found myself standing over my jewellery box and taking off my wedding ring. He had left his on my dressing table. He was always taking it on and off and was never really comfortable with it – should have seen it coming, I suppose – and I put them both in a ring box with my engagement ring, and shoved it into my sock drawer where I wouldn’t have to see it.


I hunted through my stuff and took out every necklace, bracelet and pair of earrings he’d bought me – not many – and on top of the wardrobe found my wedding handbag and shoes, and at the back of a drawer the posh underwear I’d worn. I looked at my wedding dress hanging in the wardrobe; it was too painful to touch. I took down the picture of our happy day, which had pride of place in the living room, and my dried bouquet, which was stuck in a vase, and packed most of it in a box along with the wedding album. I closed it up with several layers of duct tape, carried it up to the loft, and shoved it into the furthest corner. I never wanted to see any of it again, but I couldn’t bear to throw it away.
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‘When it comes to the inner workings of red-tops, Fleet Street
Fox knows what she’s talking dbout.” Charlie Brooker
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