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To Bruce W. Davidson




This is what happened when I worked in the tabloid press. Look back through the newspaper archives and you’ll see my name on these stories. I wrote them. They’re true.

I’m not proud of everything we did, but I loved the tabloid journalists I worked with. Every single double-crossing, devious, scheming, cunning, ruthless, messed up, brilliantly evil one of them. And it would be a shame if they got divorced or sued as a result of this book. So that’s the bit of the truth that I’ve fiddled with. My bit of top-spin. I worked on seven tabloid titles over a decade, which I’ve merged here into one newspaper. I’ve changed timings. I’ve moved dates to disguise identities. I worked with dozens of journalists, but here I’ve amalgamated their triumphs and their dirty deeds into a handful of characters. But rest assured, these stories all happened. These Very Bad Things were done. They still are being done. By tabloid journalists, right now.

Maybe what I did was wrong. But don’t you just love to know the scandal? Don’t you just love a tabloid tale?




FOREWORD


His hands descended onto my shoulders. ‘No. No,’ he said, and began to frogmarch me down his garden path.

My heels flailed against the gravel as I was shunted down the driveway. This was my first ever celebrity interview. It wasn’t going well. In fact, I was being forcibly ejected from the property.

But a tabloid journalist never gives up. I had to get an answer. I’d get fired if I came back without an answer. I held the tape recorder aloft, stubbornly dug in my heels and tried once more, raising my voice over the snarls of, ‘Go away.’

‘Mr Jeremy Paxman,’ I said, for the fourteenth time. ‘If you could just answer the question?’

 



Paxman wasn’t the only person to shout at me over the years. Lots of people did. They shouted various things.

‘Who let you in?’ I got that off Cilla Black once, as she swung round to find me breaking into her TV studio.


‘I’m going to break your legs!’ That was from a fuming pop star.


And, ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ I got that one quite a lot over the years. Simon Cowell used it when he found me rifling through his bedroom drawers one afternoon. A date once incorporated it into a ‘you’re dumped’ speech, after I explained I was unavoidably delayed due to being stuck at a swinging party in Cardiff. In time, I would start to say it to myself in the mirror most mornings.

I was warned though. I can never say I wasn’t warned. On my first ever day on work experience for a newspaper, I had been taken aside by a woman in a sharply creased shirt with a face that matched. She did her best to convince me to make it my last day.

‘You realise you’ll never marry if you become a tabloid journalist,’ she had sighed over a Marlboro and a pre-noon vodka. ‘The only men that will ever understand the mad things we do all day are other male journalists. And trust me, you don’t ever want to date one of them.’

In retrospect, this was my first ‘what do you think you’re doing?’ speech. A warning. A premonition of the consequences of the ruthless tabloid world. This battle-weary, embittered woman, who was hurtling towards forty under a single duvet; beaten down, looking back and regretting her life. Bravely trying to warn the next generation against making the same, terrible mistake.

Naturally, I completely ignored her.

Which was a shame. Because one decade, several unrequited love affairs and many hours spent getting shouted at by prostitutes, pop stars and maniacal transsexuals later, I began to think that maybe she was right.
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So what was I doing back then? Well, I was desperately, desperately  , trying to get into tabloid journalism and had just arrived in London, convinced I only had to step off the train and I’d walk straight into a job.

I didn’t. Tabloid newspapers are notoriously difficult to get into for complete beginners, unless you happen to be related to, or sleeping with, someone important who’s already employed on one. I wasn’t. So I had been reduced to months of unsuccessful begging by letter, phone and email instead.

Looking back I’m not surprised I was unsuccessful. I had no job history. No scoops. No experience. I had just one celebrity name in my contacts book - Roland Rat, who I’d interviewed for my college magazine. I may have written in my letters that I would make a fantastic tabloid journalist and they’d be mad to turn me down, but rat interviews, even celebrity ones, do not impress Fleet Street. No one took my calls. They all turned me down.

Six months later I was still in London and living in a hostel. I had enough left on my overdraft for one more week of trying, before I’d have to admit defeat and take the train back home to my parents in Lancashire.

Finally, in an act of complete desperation, I tried bribery. De Beers. Well, De Lagers anyway. I took ten crates of Fosters to a national newspaper and stood next to them, waiting, CV in hand, until the News Editor arrived at work. I blocked his route to the lifts, said I was the mad woman who rang every morning and that I would do anything, anything, to get a job on a tabloid newspaper. And I had brought beer.

My Fleet Street career started the next morning.
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Actually, when I say ‘career’ I may be exaggerating slightly. I was only actually given one twelve-hour shift, but that is as good as it gets when you’re starting in tabloid journalism.

You never walk straight into a staff job in newspapers. Well, unless you’ve got someone on the management floor you regularly get to see in their pyjamas and call ‘darling’. For everyone else the best way in is to fight your way up through the nightmare known as the casual shift system. This is basically a legalised form of slave labour, and where I started.

A casual shift basically means you’ve been hired for a one-day trial. During this day you must do everything that is asked of you, no matter how ridiculous, impossible, improbable, illegal or immoral it sounds. At the end of the day you will either get fired and they will never take your calls again, or, if you’re really lucky, you get to come back and start the whole process again in the morning. Repeat this process for weeks, months, even years. If you survive you may, one day, finally, be given a staff job.

As a casual shifter you have no rights, no commitment, and have absolutely no idea what Hell will be unleashed on you that day.

I didn’t realise quite what I had just got myself into. I didn’t know that I was actually begging to start a life where I’d routinely be asked to do three impossible things before breakfast and be sworn at by four celebrities by lunch. A life where ‘alien seduction catsuit’ would soon be seen as an entirely reasonable thing to write down on an expenses claim. As would ‘accidental donkey burial’, ‘lamb shank bait for mythical beast’ and ‘£500 cash in brown envelope as requested by TV star’.

I certainly didn’t know that within hours of starting my tabloid life, I’d be coming face-to-face with my all-time small-screen idol, and go through the agony of being forced to knock him back flat.

I just thought, Hey, I’ve finally got a job in tabloids.




1

MY MATT LEBLANC HEARTACHE

And the Art of Annoying A-listers


On my first day at work I rode up the tube escalator past adverts featuring happy people who were thinner than me and I thought, I’d better make this work. After all, sod all else was going right in my life.

I was single. Although there were six billion people in the world, so far none of them had said they wanted me as their girlfriend. I tried not to dwell on it though.

And I was still living in that hostel. I slept on the bottom half of a single bunk-bed. My four-foot-wide home was shared with a trainee ballerina who would awake each morn at 5 am and click each of her joints individually, whilst performing warm-up exercises holding on to the sink that jutted out behind my pillow. By the time she moved on to leg extensions at 5.15 am, the cramped space ensured  her bunions inevitably ended up under my nose. That and the constant cracking would signal it was time to get up.

I complained at the time, but to her credit she is one of the few living things that has ever proved willing to share my bedroom on a regular basis. We’ve lost touch so I never got chance to thank her, but I still sometimes go to the ballet and see if I can hear her.

 



Back then I was just desperate to get out of that hostel and into a higher thread-count of bed sheet. Or, at the very least, perhaps upgrade to a top-bunk option that would prove bunion proof.

I was skint. It had been twenty-four long weeks since I had left my old childhood bed and taken the train from Lancashire down to London. My parents had waved me off at Preston station, asking, ‘Was I sure?’. I’d dismissed all concerns with a merry wave of my Roland Rat exclusive and reassured them I’d be fine. How hard could it be?

Rejection does not pay well. At the time of the beer stunt I was facing eviction from the dorm unless I paid the rent within seven days. My sole possessions - stored on the shelf behind my pillow - were a half-smoked box of Silk Cut Ultra Low cigarettes and a tray of Pot Noodles.

In retrospect, the battle-weary News Editor had probably hired me as a joke. I’m sure he just wished this annoying girl in reception would piss off and leave him alone with the beer. But I was like a persistent mosquito and begged and begged. Plus, I made sure I was sitting on the crates when I spoke to him, so there was no way he could get at them until he said  yes. In the end, he gave in. He said yes. Yes. I could come in the next day.

For me, this first day was the start of a new life. I rang home and gave the good news. I was finally in. Nothing, but nothing, was going to stop me having a career in newspapers.

It’s lucky I had such a positive attitude really, because I arrived for my first day in tabloid newspapers to find a man brandishing a Kalashnikov at the newsdesk.

 



The gunman appeared to be screaming. I couldn’t make out exactly what he was saying, as the thick glass entrance doors to the office were guarded with a swipe lock system. The temporary paper pass I’d just been issued with at reception didn’t seem to open it. To be honest, I’d been so busy flailing ineffectually at the swipe system and wondering if it was a sacking offence to be unable to open a door, that I’d completely failed to notice the unfolding drama on the other side of the glass.

I stared through the glass at the scene inside. The newsroom appeared to be under siege. Although there was what seemed to be a life-sized Dalek in the way, blocking some of the view, from what I could see the man with the gun looked quite angry. And appeared to be shouting at the beer-taking News Editor I’d met the day before.

Had a terrorist broken in? Had I just blundered into a massive story on my first day? Would I have to save the day and the entire office’s staff? I prepared to dial 999. My college media course had tended to major on shorthand, not firearms. Still, I flattened myself to the wall like I’d seen the  coppers do in The Bill, and I peered through the glass door again.

There were about sixty people inside, but none of them appeared to be paying all that much attention to the ranting gunman. Which seemed a bit odd. They were on the phone. Looking bored, even. One was sitting flicking through Hello!. Maybe this sort of thing happened all the time . . .

‘Trying to get in?’ yawned an Essex-twanged voice behind me. It was a man in his late thirties, who smelt of fresh whisky despite it not yet being 9 am. He wore a suit that had once been handsome and well-structured but was now distinctly battle-weary. His face matched.

‘Yeah. Umm, there’s a man with a gun in there though,’ I pointed out. Quite casually given the circumstances, I thought. I was trying to look like I dealt with gunmen all the time back home. The creased man looked in, and sighed. He fished out his plastic security pass, and brandished it at the door which clicked open.

‘That’s just one of the reporters. Nothing to worry about.’

As the door swung open, I could hear the gunman screaming, ‘I risked my fucking life. My fucking life and that’s on the front.’

Creased Man waved me in and nodded at the gunman. ‘He’s spent three months single-handedly infiltrating an international arms dealers’ network, and just discovered they’re going to splash on my pics of Madonna in her knickers instead. Happy days.’

‘Why?’ the gunman was wailing hysterically inside. ‘Why? I could have died and the Department of Silly Stories gets the front page for that?’

Creased Man shrugged in the gunman’s direction and walked nonchalantly through the line of fire.

‘It’s Madge,’ he tutted as he passed. ‘In her pants. Where else does he think they’re going to put it?’

I ducked and followed. Creased Man stuck out his hand to me on the way. ‘Mark Crump, staff reporter,’ he said. ‘Department of Silly Stories,’ he added, raising his voice in the gunman’s direction.

I had only enough time to congratulate Crump on his success with Madonna’s knickers and tell him it was my first day before the man with the gun let out another howl, hurled the AK-47 to the floor and stormed out the door behind us.

The office fell silent. Heads turned expectantly towards a blacked-out glass office to the right.

‘Tosser!’ a male voice rasped out from behind the glass.

‘And that,’ muttered Crump, nodding his head in the direction of the office as he scuttled past, ‘is The Editor.’

Crump neatly stepped over the AK-47, giving it just the merest of curious glances on the way, and turned to wink at me, ‘Welcome on board.’

I stood, staring, as he reached for a form marked ‘Expenses’ from a fifty-something motherly type, sitting behind a large desk laden with small glass phials. I recognised her as Anne, the newsdesk secretary, who had helped load the lager into the News Editor’s car the previous day.

‘What’s that?’ asked Crump, holding up one of the phials to the light.

‘GHB,’ Anne answered. ‘Investigations brought it in yesterday. Liquid Ecstasy. Gamma-hydroxybutrate to give it its full kennel name.’

Crump opened the phial and swigged. ‘So it is,’ he nodded. And headed to his desk.

 



I thought it best not to mention any of this when I phoned home later that day.

‘Well? How’s it going?’ Mum had asked.

‘Oh, fine,’ I replied. ‘Everyone seems really nice . . .’

 



I was soon to understand why a sedative drug is a perfectly reasonable breakfast to set you up for a day in tabloid journalism. For my first ever assignment, on my first ever day, I found myself starring in an iconic scene of Friends, praying that the actress in a wedding dress, who was standing right in front of me, would not recognise me as the pesky hack who’d been hammering on her front door just hours earlier.

To explain what on earth I was doing there, praying in front of TV brides in the first place, let me explain the tabloid reporter evolutionary system, and my lowly place in it at this given time.

 



‘And who,’ said the News Editor wearily, as I approached his desk with my best happy-to-help smile on my first day, ‘are you?’

Not the warmest of welcomes, but not entirely his fault. A News Editor is in charge of sourcing, coordinating and overseeing every news story in the paper and checking no one will get sued, sacked or killed if it gets printed. A News Editor may be coordinating up to fifty people, on several continents. Today, on top of that, he had a Kalashnikov-wielding reporter and a very angry Editor to deal with.

So, not the easiest of jobs. And it was not surprising that the exhausted-looking hack with the bloodshot eyes and ink-stained tie couldn’t quite remember the girl from Lancashire with the unremarkable CV who he’d fleetingly met in reception the previous day. I reminded him about the beer and he remembered. News Editors always remember free beer.

‘Oh, it’s you,’ he said, with a nod. ‘You’re shifting aren’t you? Go on, go and sit with the others. Over there.’

The Others turned out to be a row of six other grimly determined shifters. They, like me, were all in new suits. They too had all been hired that day. And they too had all arrived at the office that morning thinking they’d just started a career in tabloid newspapers. They smiled at me with hatred as I approached the row of chairs and sat down. So. There was yet another shifter. Yet another rival. Yet another person who was desperate to get the job.

A newspaper will hire several shift workers at once and will tell them all that they are in with a chance of that golden prize of the staff job.

To give you an idea of the odds: hundreds of these shift workers are hired each year, but perhaps just one or two make it through and eventually get a staff position. Staff jobs do not emerge that often, you see. You have to wait until the previous occupant either gets promoted, poached, fired, rehabbed, carried out in a wooden box or, and this only happens very occasionally, makes it through to a happy retirement.

Meanwhile the sea of shifters grows and we all fight for that one job. To be the one that’s chosen you must be prepared to beg, to plot, to scheme, to suck up furiously to all the right people and most of all, to deliver. How are you going to  get that killer story that will make your name? How are you going to get noticed? How are you going to stitch up your rivals and make sure you win the staff job prize? These are the challenges that face a trainee tabloid hack.

The process is all a bit like The Apprentice, except that you don’t get to stay in a penthouse flat because the wages are dreadful. But you do turn up each day wondering what they’re going to make you do next, and if you’re going to get fired.

 



One of the line of six shifters I clocked as I sat down had a desk full of the glass phials and was already storming away on his keyboard. ‘Exclusive’ he was typing with a flourish, as we other shifters glared at him in envy. I picked up a discarded Hello!, flicked through my blank notepad and tried to look equally busy and important. Damn. I hadn’t thought to bring any drugs investigations with me. I suddenly realised getting into the building was the easy bit. My fight to get employed on a tabloid newspaper was far from over.

‘Come here!’ the News Editor yelled, with a gesture to one of The Others, and a shifter was summoned over to the news desk. He left thirty seconds later with instructions to knock on Ulrika Jonsson’s door and ask her something impertinent about a footballer. He was armed with a notepad and a hopeful expression.

‘Doomed!’ I heard a whisper from behind the Dalek. It was Crump. And he didn’t appear to have full control of his eyeballs. ‘Ulrika never talks. Well, not to the likes of us red-top scumbags.’ He swatted an imaginary fly off his nose.

His eyeballs may have been uncoordinated, but Crump’s thoughts were not. ‘Red tops’ is the nickname given to the  tabloid titles which splash their names in a bright red box so they look nice and friendly to the punters on the stands. ‘Buy me!’ the red box screams. ‘Buy me! Because I’m fun and I’m packed with amazing stories of celebrity and sex and scandal and good things like that.’ But whilst a red top may look friendly on a newsagent’s shelf, they’re not always welcomed with open arms by the people who appear in them.

The red-top shifter on his way to Ulrika’s would be met with a firmly closed door. ‘He’ll be sat there ’til Friday when the OK! staffer turns up with a cheque and it’s Game Over,’ muttered Crump. ‘Poor sod. None of the staffers are touching that one with a bargepole.’

There is an evolutionary scale in newspapers. We shifters, I soon realised, were right at the bottom of it. Pond life. The lowest life form. A brainless, faceless, scum-sucking primordial sludge who get sent to do all the impossible jobs in newspapers that no sane person would ever agree to. Like going round knocking on celebrities’ front doors and asking them idiot questions, which everyone back in the office knows you really haven’t a hope in hell of getting answered.

But there is hope and there is an evolutionary path. From here, with luck and time and a few scoops in the paper, you will perhaps develop into a staff reporter like Crump. This is a much better position to be in. You get an expense account to cover your bar bills for a start, and the authority to start ordering shifters to do all really impossible jobs you don’t want to do yourself because you know they haven’t a hope in hell of working.

And from there it goes up, up through the ranks of News  Editors, Associate Editors, Assistant Editors and Deputy Editors. Until, if you stay alive long enough, you can climb right to the top of the tabloid tree and become The Editor. The Editor is the one who gets to think up all the impossible jobs in the first place. And then shout at people when it doesn’t work.

So, tabloid-wise I was right at the bottom of the ladder. Festering at the back of the newsroom and awaiting my fate. From my seat amongst the sludge of shifters, I stared at the room whence the shout of ‘tosser’ had emerged. The Editor’s office. I stared and wondered what sort of beast lived within.

The Editor’s office was a bunker-like affair with blacked out windows; it took up around half the length of the whole office. Outside hung a series of six-foot-high framed images of previous front pages - or splashes - from the paper. Tales of shamed TV hosts in sex dungeons, or film stars on drugs, headlines about cheating sportsmen, giant images of sobbing betrayed women and of randy royals caught misbehaving. These posters were all there, I presumed, as a general, six-foot-high reminder of the sort of thing The Editor was after. I stared, panicking. I hadn’t brought any dungeon investigations in with me either.

‘Nine o’clock Conference, ladies and gentlemen, please,’ announced Anne, politely. She had a cut-glass English accent which was perfect for fending off furious lawyers first thing in the mornings.

There was a murmuring as people began to gather papers and a stream of suited men and a couple of women approached the blacked out glass, looking worried. Crump was the only one smiling. He also appeared to be tap-dancing.

‘We’re off to see The Editor, the wonderful Editor of us,’ he snorted as he passed, clutching a picture of Jennifer Ellison in a bikini. ‘Got splash written all over it,’ he shimmied as he passed.

Each day, early in the morning, a newspaper Conference is held in the bunker. The Editor gathers his top reporters, the heads of departments, and his top lawyers and there’s a thirty minute debate over what should go in the next issue.

Should you ever find yourself having to take part in one, the trick to remember is this: basically - in The Editor’s mind at least - these meetings are based on a system quite similar to the one the Pope operates. The Editor is always right. No matter what he says, everyone will always agree that it’s the right decision. Paper infallibility. He, and it is usually a he on the tabloids, tells his minions what he wants in the paper and everyone else in the room agrees and then works out how they are going to do it.

On this particular morning the cast of the US sitcom  Friends had just descended on London to film a wedding between Ross (David Schwimmer) and his English fiancée Emily (Cold Feet star Helen Baxendale). Surely, said The Editor, surely if someone just popped round to Helen Baxendale’s house that morning, she’d tell us all about the top-secret  Friends plot, and then invite us in to give us a nice free exclusive about her recently announced pregnancy to boot.

Naturally, the News Editor would have assured The Editor that this was a great idea, it was all in hand and they were all right on it. The Showbiz Editor would have provided home addresses and filming schedules and the staff reporters would have made absolutely sure that they were not the ones to be  sent on this impossible task, by suggesting other, urgent things they had to do. All they needed now, the News Editor presumably thought as he exited Conference, was a freelance sucker on the shifting desk who was willing to go on this doomed job.

Seconds later I was stepping over the AK-47, past a giant front page containing an extremely unfortunate revelation about Frank Bough, and leaving the office for my first ever impossible celebrity doorstep.

 



A ‘doorstep’ is the term for a journalist arriving, uninvited and unannounced, at someone’s, usually a celebrity’s, house, knocking on the door and then asking a highly impertinent question.

It’s called a doorstep because you literally hang about, standing on their doorstep until you get an answer to your question. On big stories there could be up to twenty reporters outside, jostling for position on said doorstep.

As far as I have been able to understand, in The Editor’s head the scenario is supposed to go something like this:
Journalist: Knock Knock.

Celebrity opens door with a broad, welcoming smile: Why, hello there. Good morning. And who are you? Journalist: Hello. I’m from a tabloid newspaper. Now then, could you tell me about your latest film project/sex scandal/embarrassing disease/event that has just rocked your world?

Celebrity: Yes of course. I’d love to. Please come in. Tea or coffee? And I presume you’d like some pictures?





In the entire history of doorsteps, not one has ever followed this script.

Once a woman was convinced I was her long-lost daughter and fell into my arms sobbing. Sometimes there’s anger. Like that pop star who threatened to break my legs. A touch dramatic that one. ‘No comment’ does the job perfectly sufficiently. Sometimes there’s a request for cash - one particular soap star used to demand you drove to the bank, came back with the agreed amount of loot in your boot and would then send his wife to bank it in their account. You’d have to wait on the doorstep until she rang to confirm it had been passed over the bank counter, whereupon we’d then be invited in for the chat on the strict understanding that the quotes would be attributed to ‘a close friend’ and a sentence would be added at the end claiming he had ‘refused to comment’. His bosses would ring the paper on the morning the story appeared, laughing at the last bit and asking how much he’d got.

Sometimes the reaction was one of understandable bewilderment. Like the day a newspaper boss had a dream that a top TV personality had died and ordered the reporters to knock on her door ‘to see if the dream was true’. The startled star was greeted with a lilied floral arrangement and a reporter earnestly asking, ‘would you say that you were ill at all?’ Could have been worse. There had been a lengthy office debate about whether he should take a floral wreath spelling out her name.

I have always rather admired actress Helen Baxendale’s method of dispatching me and my persistent request on this particular day. No doubt sick to death of a stream of reporters knocking on her door (we were, we later found out, the fourth  that morning) she simply opened her front door and her two very large and extremely friendly pet dogs cheerfully chased me all the way down to the garden gate.

I arrived, panting, at Stoke Newington High Street, where I had to phone the desk and admit that I had nothing to file other than a woof, and a ‘Heel! Down! No! Oh, sorry! Come here!’ from Miss Baxendale, who I remember had attempted to bring her large, playful, and incredibly enthusiastic pets to heel as they joyfully toyed with their latest visitor. I hadn’t stuck around long enough to actually ask any questions of their owner. Nothing on the pregnancy. Nothing on Friends. I was only two hours into my Fleet Street career and I had failed already.

There was a silence at the end of the phone. ‘Heel?’, asked the News Editor. ‘That’s your interview? Heel?’

I said I’d learn. I reminded him about the beer.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘The Editor’s just had a great idea. He wants you to break into the Friends set instead.’

 



Should you ever find yourself in a similar situation - tasked with breaking into a top-security film set filled with Hollywood A-listers, their personal security guards and several members of the Met police force - here’s how to do it. Buy fifty Big Macs. With added chips.

It worked this time anyway. I reached the cordon guarded by the burly security guys, gave them my biggest smile and said I was ‘helping catering’ (which was true. I had brought food so I was, technically, helping them). ‘Are you crew?’ I asked. ‘Would you like a burger?’ The way to the heart of most heavily guarded activities, I later came to realise, is via  Security’s stomachs. They took the burgers with a smile, helped themselves to chips, gave me a wristband and waved me past. I was in.

Somehow, maybe it was the wristband, maybe it was the fact that I’d supersized and gone for added cheese, but everyone I met proved willing to swallow not only the contents of my tray, but also the improbable line that I was an ‘extra’. I watched from just feet away as Richard Branson came to film his cameo role as a novelty hat salesman (that Branson chap can run a business and his airline’s service is second-to-none, but God he’s a lousy actor - he took take after take and eventually his few lines were cut down and Matt LeBlanc ended up improvising over them instead), Matthew Perry popped over from Westminster Abbey where he’d been filming with the Duchess of York (a one-take wonder, apparently) and was excitedly showing off his home-movie footage of Fergie waving and saying ‘Hello Chandler!’ down the lens. Scripts were left on tables. Plots were spilled. And every half hour I’d run to the loo and, screened by constant flushing, I’d file, file, file, every cough and spit of every conversation on my mobile to the waiting newsdesk.

Twenty gallons of flush later, I was thinking this was all going very well. I was feeling rather smug, actually. Especially when I noticed all the other journalists being turned away by Security. I was inches away from my all-time favourite TV people on my all-time favourite show and, when not encased in the loo with my nose pressed to the cistern, I was having an absolute whale of a time.

Then it all went wrong. ‘OK, extras,’ said the director,  gesturing in my suddenly panic-stricken direction. ‘We need you all for this next little scene.’ I was ushered into make-up.

If you ever see the Friends episode called ‘The One With Ross’s Wedding’, you can witness for yourself what happened next. Look closely and you can just about make me out. I’m behind Chandler and Ross, opposite Rachel, the one in the white suit about half way down the pews. The one who appears to be in a heavily agitated sweat, hunched, shaking and with a neck craned at an awkward angle to hide her face as the bride sweeps past. The ‘little scene’ turned out to be the one where the radiant bride - played by the aforementioned dog-owning Helen Baxendale - appears in church. She was minus her dogs, fortunately, but I still wasn’t happy to see her. I had to sit in that pew for three solid, terrifying hours, almost wetting myself in fear each time the bride swept by. Every time I heard her taffeta make its rustling approach, my stomach would turn to water at the thought that she might spot and identify me as the complete idiot who’d come knocking on her front door a few hours earlier.

Worse still, the newsdesk was phoning me every half hour requesting updates and demanding I file. My mobile phone was set to vibrate, and obscenities began buzzing into my kidneys every ten minutes, with the desk growing increasingly irate as the evening deadline for the paper drew near. In the end I had to fake a series of violent stomach upsets so I could run to the loos to hunch over the cistern and phone in the in-demand copy.

It was a lie I came to regret when it came to Matt LeBlanc. Oh Matt LeBlanc. The tousle-haired Love God with the get-into-that-bed-right-now  eyes. My idol. My favourite. And I met him. I met him and he was more gorgeous than I ever imagined. And, he spoke to me.

I had long rehearsed in my head, and indeed my bed, what I would say if I ever met Matt LeBlanc. How much I loved his Joey Tribbiani. How good he’d been in the little-seen Top of the Heap, perhaps. I was even prepared to discuss the finer points of his fleeting appearance in a Jon Bon Jovi music video in 1990.

And I had my chance. With filming over, he was in the process of breaking open a bottle in his dressing room and inviting everyone to join him. As an extra, as an acting colleague, as, indeed, a Friend, I was being waved into the inner sanctum. Into a slice of Matt LeBlanc heaven. But, with my pager vibrating angrily to demands from the newsdesk that I filed ‘right fucking now!’, I had to make my excuses and leave.

And thus, all I said to my TV hero, my TV hero who was sitting in front of me looking totally, undeniably shaggable and inviting me to drink vodka in his dressing room, all I said to this God of the small screen, was, ‘Sorry, got to go mate. I’ve got the trots.’

By the time I’d finished filing, I emerged from the loo to find the cast had left in their limos. Joey Tribbiani had left the building. With Chandler. With Monica. With Rachel. Without me.

The story never ran. ‘Bloody American sitcom rubbish,’ said The Editor the next day, and ran the Jennifer Ellison pic instead. Of course, everyone agreed. The Editor is always right.

I read my Friends-free paper alone on my bunk-bed, and wept.

 



‘How come it’s not in the paper?’ my mother asked, the next morning.

I’d rung the previous night in between toilet breaks, recounting tales of hanging out with the cast of Friends. It all sounded great, they said. Brilliant fun. Success at last, hey? A girl from Lancashire hanging out with the Hollywood A-listers. Just wait ’til all my old college mates read about this. After six months of having to report I was ‘penniless and living in a hostel’, this was all much better news.

I explained about The Editor changing his mind.

‘Never mind,’ said mum. ‘Better luck next time. They’ll have something else exciting for you in the office today. Don’t forget to ring and tell us all about it.’

This was to be the last time in about a decade that I had an honest conversation with my parents about what had been said or done in the office that day. Turned out that the gunman and drugs had merely been a warm up. Yes there was ‘something exciting’ in store for me, but it proved to be something that I definitely couldn’t tell my parents about.
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MY WIFE-SWAPPING SHAME

And the Art of Attending Swinging Parties


As a reward for my undercover cistern work, I was not fired. I was given another twenty-four hours of employment. The News Editor even remembered who I was when I got to the office. In the casual shift system, this was practically a relationship.

I was ignored by the other shifters though. They glared at me with jealousy as I approached. Word of me hanging out with Matt LeBlanc and being greeted by the News Editor soon spread. We were at war. The really good news though, was that there was one less of us. A chair was empty - one of The Others had been fired the previous day.

There are press offices for the emergency services that  reporters can call for information on major stories. If there is a traffic accident, you can ring the press office who will give you details of the incident and the casualties, which you can use to file a report. However, the previous day, a car accident had happened just a couple of miles down the road from the newspaper headquarters. The police and ambulance services had no details when they were called, so a shifter had been told to hop into his car, pop down there to see what had happened and ‘see what you can pick up’.

They’d hoped for a few quotes. Perhaps a chat with any onlookers? Maybe a quote from the victims or police workers at the scene . . .

That’s not quite what happened though.

Three hours later the reporter returned, carrying a hub cab and part of a tyre. He’d emptied it from a bin-liner onto the News Editor’s desk to a stunned silence. The News Editor had stared for a while, trying to remember what story the man had gone on.

‘You said to see what I could pick up . . .?’ the shifter had started nervously. ‘This is all I could get. The police had cordoned the motorway off. It was really difficult to run past the barriers and across the lanes to get it.’

‘What the . . .?’ the News Editor had spluttered, as a crowd gathered.

‘He’s brought the fucking car in,’ yelled The Editor, coming out of his office to look, as the shifter froze into silence, realising he’d just done something Very Wrong.

The bin-bag was given back to the shifter and he was asked to clear his desk into it. The News Editor was still laughing about it the next morning as I came into the office.

‘See what you can pick up! Can you bloody believe it?’ he was shouting down the phone as I approached his desk.

It turned out he was talking to a foreign reporter in a war zone, on an emergency line, at vast international expense. ‘Thought you’d like to know,’ said the News Editor. ‘Tell the lads. What a toss pot! Daren’t send him to cover a funeral. He’d come back with the bloody coffin! Anyway, how’s the war? Shall I send him over?’

Finally, after debating whether a cruise missile would fit in a bin-bag, the News Editor came off the phone and looked up.

‘Oh, hi,’ he said. ‘Okay, The Editor is very pleased with your breaking and entering work. Tip top, well done. And he’s come up with an absolutely brilliant idea for your next shift. He says he wants you to go wife swapping.’

‘Oh, fabulous,’ I had replied.

You can see why I didn’t mention it to my parents.

 



I hadn’t been wife swapping before. I was never one to get invited to those sort of parties. Presumably because I’ve never had any sort of husband to swap. Reporting on them had never been covered in my journalism course either. In fact, looking back, the only thing of relevance I ever learned during that course was the shorthand bit. I could write ‘kinky housewife’ in 0.5 seconds. But had no idea how to go about finding one, and getting her into a paper.
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