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To everyone who tried their best, who followed a dream and who believes in being good, honest, dependable and true. There are lots of us.









plugger, n.


A person who promotes pop songs or other products
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Author’s note


Everything in this book is written with love, passion and gratitude to the music industry and everyone in it. Without the start this wonderful business gave me I wouldn’t be where I am today. Some of the dates might be a bit hazy and I may not have everything in the right order. But every story in these pages really happened and everyone in it is real.
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The Winner Takes It All


It’s a cold February night in London’s Wembley Park and I’m sitting in a hot television studio, in front of a stage, on a little blue sofa. I’ve been to Wembley plenty of times of course, but tonight I’m here under rather different circumstances. It’s the final show of Pop Idol, and tonight’s the night that we finally get to find out who has won the nation’s heart, and a rather lucrative record deal.


It’s not a big sofa, as I say, and I’m wedged in here between the record executive Simon Cowell, who has his arm slung round the back of the sofa in a way that suggests we are all in his living room not on live television, and the loveable rogue and radio presenter Neil ‘Dr’ Fox. The legendary pop producer Pete Waterman is on the other side of Neil. He’s so excitable, like a mad professor at times. I adore him. If you don’t know me, or what I do, you’d be forgiven for imagining that I’m the token woman, here to make the whole thing look less like a boys’ club. If you do know me, then you’ll know I’ve earned my place on this sofa a few times over and then some.


The four of us are the show’s judges. The giant desks, golden buzzers and uber-glam outfits of future talent show formats are not yet with us. But we are all in our best clobber tonight. The men are in black tie, although Simon has his shirt undone at the neck as usual. I have on a beautiful black dress that’s covered in sequins, sleeveless with a high neck. It’s from Ben de Lisi and I have to say, I absolutely love it. This series is the first time I’ve had a stylist picking a wardrobe for me, someone doing my hair and make-up. If you work in television, you either love this kind of thing or you loathe it. I’m fully embracing it. Why not? Until a few weeks ago I was buying my own wardrobe, usually from Warehouse, and putting a bit of lippy on myself before the show. (Such is my devotion to Warehouse in fact, that the head of PR there called me earlier this week, having clocked me wearing their stuff. She wanted to know the name of my stylist so they could send me some more clothes. ‘It’s me,’ I chuckled, ‘I’m the stylist.’) My hairdresser, Gabriella, also tells me people are coming into the salon asking for a ‘Nicki chop’, which I find very amusing because I have such difficult hair. As a publicist working with entertainers and artists, I’ve always excelled at being behind the scenes. Annie Lennox is in the studio audience tonight, with her two daughters. I’ve been working with Annie for years and I have never felt more content or privileged than when watching her perform from the wings. (She’s been teasing me throughout this series, calling me the Devil for putting these youngsters through it. She’s here tonight though and that means a lot.) But I am happy to admit that I’m enjoying the spotlight being on me just this little bit (OK, so I’m a tad vain!). This moment isn’t going to last for ever, I have a day job that I’m not giving up any time soon, so I’m making the most of it.


It’s been a long evening. The show you see on television is only a fraction of what happens in the studio, and the excitement and anticipation has built and built. We’ve watched all the final performances and seen all the back-story videos, and now it’s here. The voting has closed and it is time to find out who has won. We judges genuinely have no idea who it will be, although I did spot Simon Cowell shaking his head at his brother Nicholas who is in the audience, just a few moments ago. I wonder if he knows something I don’t. I take a quick glance at my watch, a beautiful gift from Gary Barlow (did you hear that name-drop?). It must be time now.


The stage – brilliantly designed, all chrome and blue lights, like a nightclub – is swathed in dry ice and somewhere in the haze stand Ant McPartlin and his co-presenter Declan Donnelly. Gorgeous Ant and Dec, they really have been the invisible glue of this series. They’ve held it all together and given us so many laughs, usually at Simon or Pete’s expense. They’re both still fresh-faced young men, in their mid-twenties, not yet the Saturday-night TV institutions they will become.


Between them stand the two even younger finalists, Will Young and Gareth Gates. I can’t call either of them unknowns at this point, although that’s exactly what they were only three months ago. They’re both doing their best fixed smiles, but I can see the terror in their eyes, and they are both fidgeting around. How to stand, how to hold yourself while waiting for a verdict on live television that will make or break your career is not yet something many singers ever need to even think about. Seemingly in an attempt to increase everyone’s agony, Dec says:


‘You’ve both performed brilliantly this evening. And it’s been very, very, VERY close. One of you got 4.6 million votes. The other one of you got 4.1 million votes. A total of 8.7 million votes. It’s a new British record. Whatever happens, it’s going to go in the Guinness Book of Records as the biggest TV vote Britain has ever seen.’


Well, that’s a bit of news. I hadn’t anticipated that when I first started working on this concept. I don’t think anyone had. The way people have entered into the spirit of this programme from the start has been quite surprising for all of us involved. What this incredible number of votes says about voter apathy and the state of British politics will be discussed on the Today programme, Channel 4 News and plenty of other ‘serious’ media in the coming weeks. It’s an astonishing feat, to galvanise all those people, at a time when we have record-low turnouts in general and local elections. It was Simon Fuller’s idea to give Gareth and Will their own dedicated ‘battle buses’ and hit the road to campaign for votes, a strategy that came straight from the electioneering playbook. Only it was all to elect a pop star, not a politician.


But right now, the significance of this event in the context of democracy, the music industry and all the other things this show seems to catalyse is not something I’m considering. My mind is jumping around, thinking about everything that will need to happen after the show, all the calls I’ll need to make in the morning. The press and interviews I’ll need to book in for them both. We learned a lot of lessons last year with Popstars and the winners of that show, the band Hear’Say. The tide of feverish adoration those five talented youngsters left that show on is starting to turn. They’ve produced the UK’s fastest-selling debut number 1 single and put on a sell-out tour this year. But fame is a fickle friend. Their lives have been upended and some of them are really feeling the pressure. Whoever said all press is good press clearly hasn’t experienced the Popstars phenomenon.


So with Pop Idol, Simon Fuller wants the finalists to withdraw, take a little disco nap as it were.


‘The nation is full up with Gareth and Will,’ he’s said. ‘They’ll tire of them if we’re not careful.’


He’s right, of course. But as their publicist and part of their management team, that’s a tall order for me. I know I will have requests tomorrow from all the television shows, This Morning and Top of the Pops, SMTV, all their local television news programmes. All the papers will want to interview them. The tabloids really are the kingmakers right now, and they will need feeding. I’ll have to think very carefully about what we say yes to and what we hold off on. I know I’ll be up late tonight, talking it all through with my husband Shacky, who has been in the audience all evening. He’ll be working with Will and Gareth over at the record label as well, looking after the international side of things. I wonder what he’s going to say about it all.


My focus is brought back to the studio by the silence that falls as Ant says it’s time to reveal the winner. The audience is fully hysterical now. Everyone is standing up, as though standing will speed things up. I can feel my heart beating in my throat.


Ant says: ‘OK guys.’


Simon whispers at me through his teeth: ‘Are we ready for this?’ as Ant says: ‘The winner of Pop Idol 2002 is … WILL!’


Now the studio audience, already bubbling up like fizzy pop, goes wild. It is genuinely a surprise to hear that Will has won. I’m happy for him, but because I’ll be working with them both at the record label, I’m also immediately feeling for Gareth who, at seventeen, is still so young and I think will probably struggle with the losing more than Will, who is longer in the tooth at twenty-three. Will is beaming at his family in the audience, his twin brother especially, and I feel for him too. He obviously wants to run and hug them all but instead has to go and sing the winner’s single, ‘Evergreen’, for what feels like the twenty-seventh time this evening, while the entire studio is bouncing up and down. We all stand up, I’m glad to be off that little sofa, and try to pretend we are watching him while the chaos rumbles around behind us.


‘You’re the only girl that I need, cause you’re more beautiful than I have ever seen,’ sings Will, his wonderful falsetto voice and broad perma grin in full effect.


More and more people are gathering on the stage now. Poor Kate Thornton, the presenter, is there trying to keep the whole thing together, Will’s and Gareth’s families are all hugging and crying. As the silver ticker tape falls down over them like disco confetti, somewhere somebody shouts ‘That’s a wrap!’ The main lights come on and I feel a huge sense of relief. It’s the end not only of a crazy night but a crazy couple of years.


The idea for Pop Idol began to germinate back in the late 1990s, before Popstars and Hear’Say had been such a success. Pop Idol was different though, because for the first time, it would involve public participation. As Simon Fuller’s Creative Director at 19 Entertainment, I’ve been involved in getting the show off the ground from the start: the planning, the early pitches to ITV, and the legal process of creating a show that involves public votes. It’s complicated, let me tell you. In many ways, it’s an old, tried and tested format, a simple talent show. Not that different to the talent shows of my childhood that I would watch with my parents on Saturday nights, shows like Opportunity Knocks and Stars in Their Eyes. But now we have telephone voting making it accessible for everyone, not just a studio audience.


In the next few weeks I’ll also be going on the road with the show. In fact, I’ll be hosting the final night of the tour just over the way at the Wembley Arena. I’ve never done anything like this before. Simon (Fuller, not Cowell) has pretty much just thrown a microphone at me and with total faith said ‘You’ll be brilliant!’ Me on stage, talking to an audience of 12,000 screaming teenagers and their parents. The first stadium gig I went to was Genesis at the NEC in 1984. I loved it so much, and felt it so hard, that I came home feeling genuinely depressed and worried that I might never experience something like that again.


Now here I am at the Pop Idol final, looking at Simon Cowell, whose record label will be signing both Will and Gareth (and the lovely Darius, who didn’t make it to the final two but had star written all over him nevertheless). We are both aware of the pressing need to talk to Gareth. He has been the bookies’ favourite all week so this will be hard for him, he’s still so young. He’s stood on the stage with his little sticky-up hairdo and his white suit, looking like an actual angel, trying his hardest to look happy for Will. I signal to him to come down and, with Simon, we go back to his dressing room. Runners with walkie-talkies are whizzing up and down the corridor outside, production people are shouting at each other as they attempt to get everyone out and wrap up the evening. I want to take a moment to reassure this sweet boy that this is just the beginning for him.


The room is full of balloons and flowers and good-luck cards. Simon speaks quietly and in his usual considered way, even though there is so much going on outside and we are all aware that Gareth needs to get back on that stage. Simon looks him straight in the eye: ‘OK Gareth, you didn’t win the show this evening, but we don’t want you to think of this as a loss in any way. You are also a winner tonight and you’re going to have a career of your own.’


Giving Gareth a hug, I add: ‘Please don’t worry, you were so brilliant tonight. You should be really proud of yourself.’


‘Thanks, that means a lot,’ he says as we leave the room, and I’m glad we’ve done this as he looks genuinely reassured and slightly less heartbroken. I’m reminded of the responsibility I have; that’s why I always say I ‘look after’ my artists. Because very often that’s what this job is.


I walk back with Gareth to the studio. Will, well-mannered and considerate as ever, is beckoning him to come back to the stage and share the moment. I watch them both disappear into the shoal of happy people moving as one on the stage. Now I just want to find Shacky and get home, back to west London. It’s been a bit like waiting for exam results tonight and I am relieved to know what I’ve got at last, but I’m also worn out with it all.


As our car pulls out of the studios, a few of the paparazzi snappers are still there, waiting for their money shots. They’ll be up all night, that lot, getting their photos to picture desks and editors all over the country in time for the Sunday papers. They take a few of me and Shacky through the car window and it occurs to me this is probably the last time this sort of thing will happen now the show’s over. I think about Mum and Dad as well; I wonder if they enjoyed watching tonight. Funny to think when I left school in Herne Bay all those years ago with my three O levels (always A for effort, C for achievement) I thought maybe I’d be a make-up artist. Now I’m at Wembley getting papped.


As we sweep over the Westway towards home, all of London is twinkling in the night below us. I close my eyes and rest my head on Shacky’s shoulder. The Pop Idol final is over, but my work has just begun.
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I Should Be So Lucky


I’m in the Cross Keys pub in Covent Garden, drinking my orange juice and waiting for James Bond to arrive. Not the secret agent, although he is kind of a secret boyfriend and his name really is James Bond, an association he’s naturally very pleased about. Apparently, his dad is called James Bond as well, it’s a family name. He’s a colleague from work I’ve been seeing, although no one at work knows because we’re trying to keep it professional and all that.


James is a salesman at Océ, and I’m the personal assistant to the sales director. Océ is a Dutch firm that manufactures and sells photocopiers to companies all over the world. No one has ever heard of it, so I always tell people it’s like Rank Xerox and then they seem to get it. I’ve done work experience here a couple of times over the years, as my dad, who is also a senior salesman, works here – nothing like a bit of good old nepotism. I’m now here full time, at the company HQ in High Holborn. It’s quite a good job. I like my boss Peter, and the pay isn’t bad for a twenty-year-old; I’m on £9,500 a year, which I’m pretty chuffed about. Perhaps college was worth it.


But to say it’s not my dream job is an understatement. Last year I went to Sydney, Australia, for eight months and stayed with my exotic relatives, Aunty Liz and Uncle Bob, and my cousins Emma and Jon. I say exotic: they just seem exotic because they live so far away in the sunshine and have such a fun attitude to life. They work hard but they play hard too. I loved it there; I had an absolute blast in Sydney. Emma and I both had jobs selling West Coast Coolers, drinks that taste a bit like Babycham, on the market by the beach. Now I’m trying to save enough money to get back as soon as I can. I feel like there’s a future there for a girl like me. It doesn’t matter what qualifications I have (very few) or whether I passed the 11+ (I didn’t). I think I can make something of myself there, something more exciting than working in photocopiers.


But even though in my mind I’m only here in England temporarily, I know I need a different job while I wait for my future to start. I’ve decided I want to get a job in the music industry. My friend Andrea has inspired me. When we were at college together Andrea did her work experience at CBS (Columbia Broadcasting System) Records in Soho. She came back from her week there with loads of black and white signed prints of Prefab Sprout, Sade and Wham!, and all these other artists that were signed to CBS who she’d met and been to see live and had blagged backstage passes for. She knows she is going to work in the music industry. She’s like me, no degree or A levels, we’ve both just got our BTEC national diplomas in business studies. But I think she’s a bit of a visionary. She just decides to do stuff if she wants to, and doesn’t worry about failing. And it has planted a seed in my mind. Why can’t I work in the music industry too?


I absolutely love music. I listen to music all the time, all kinds. I’m not a snob about it like some people. Growing up in Herne Bay there’s not a lot of live bands to see – not big names anyway. We just go to pubs, mostly. But I saw the Smiths at the Margate Winter Gardens, and Tight Fit. From one side of the music spectrum to another, you might say. There’s not much live music I won’t watch, apart from some of the heavy rock stuff. But I loved Midnight Oil and INXS when I saw them in Sydney. There is something about being in an audience. The magic of a stage with all the lights and the smoke and seeing the emotion on the band’s faces flicks a switch in me.


You could say I grew up on the stage, or at least on the side of it, behind the curtains. My family was big into amateur dramatics when I was little, and Mum worked alongside the local director. I spent whole weekends sitting in the flippy chairs at the King’s Hall with my older sister Shelley, watching the auditions. I loved seeing all the wardrobe and make-up at work, the scenery being painted, all the backstage stuff. I didn’t particularly want to be the one performing (I know my limits); it was thrilling enough just to be in the wings.


Anyway, if I’m going to go to work every day while I’m here, I might as well do something that excites me. And if Andrea from college can just go out and get a job in the music industry because she’s determined and focused enough, why can’t I?


I’ve got a copy of Ms London I picked up at Holborn tube this morning – there are always hundreds of copies scattered around by the ticket machines – and I’m looking for jobs while I wait for James Bond. We often come here because it’s not far from work, but far enough away that no one we know from work will see us. It’s a small, dark, Victorian pub with wood panelling and sticky red carpet, but it’s cosy and I feel quite comfortable here on my own. Kathleen Turner is on the front cover of Ms London looking ravishing (my perm is meant to look like her hair but somehow doesn’t), and there’s an article about how to inject romance into your wardrobe. I flick through the pages to the back where the jobs are always listed. Endless secretarial roles at life assurance companies and businesses that are just lists of surnames: Willis, Faber, Thornton, Smith. I move my frosted pink fingernail down the listings, one by one.


Two jobs catch my eye. One is at CBS, which is where Andrea did her work experience. That would be good, although it is in the legal department and if that is anything like the legal department at Océ it doesn’t appeal to me. It would mean endlessly faxing contracts back and forth, and tons of admin. Not my forte. The other is at RCA Records in the sales department, which sounds a bit more like it, although I already work with a team of salesmen, albeit the photocopier variety. It would be good to get a bit closer to the stars and, most importantly, their music. Why work in the music industry otherwise?


‘Hello gorgeous,’ says James Bond as he strides into the pub in his suit. Double-breasted, of course. He can definitely work a suit. ‘How’s the job hunt? Found anything in the music biz yet?’


James is a couple of years older than me and has his own flat in Teddington. Since I came back from Sydney, I’ve been commuting from my parents’ house in Herne Bay most of the week, still in my childhood bedroom with my single bed, and my pine dressing table with the triple mirror and the matching stool. Being James’s girlfriend is giving me a glimpse of a different life, the life of a young professional in London, and I like it. As with most of the salesmen at work he’s got plenty of charisma and charm. It helps that he looks like a tall Tom Cruise and drives a company car (easily impressed, moi?). We usually meet up after work for a drink in the week and he drives me to Victoria Station for my train home. At weekends I stay with him at his flat and we often end up going out with his friends. They’re all older than me; some are married already, and have very different jobs. They’re teachers and lawyers, some of them work at the BBC, and we go out for long Sunday lunches at pubs on the river with polished wooden floors and big white dining plates – pubs that are not remotely like the old boozers in Herne Bay, or the one we’re in now.


‘You know what, James, I think I can do a couple of these jobs. I’ve got the right experience. Do you think I should apply?’ I ask, although I’m not really asking for his opinion.


‘What harm is there in trying? Go for it!’ he says. ‘Hold on a minute,’ he says as an afterthought. ‘I think I know someone who works on Top of the Pops.’


‘Of course you do.’ I’m rolling my eyes, only being half sarcastic. If anyone is going to know someone who works in television it’s James.


‘One of Leslie’s housemates, Mary. I think she’s part of the production team, something like that? Let me see if she knows anyone who can help you. Stay there.’


I know Leslie from recent weekends in Richmond. She’s brilliant but I’m fairly certain she has better things to do than help me find a job. James goes to the payphone at the far end of the bar and I chuckle to myself as he flicks through his little Filofax to find the number. This is why I like being with him. He’s a bit like Andrea – he makes things happen. I spend a lot of time around salesmen, and they are all like that, I think – impatient, but in a good way. He starts talking and sticks his thumb up at me while he’s chatting. He comes back all smiles.


‘Leslie says Mary says there’s a job at MCA, in promotions. They need a secretary. She’s going to find out for you.’ Simple as that. ‘Drink?’ he adds as he heads to the bar.


Over the next week or so, Leslie turns out to be a real-life angel. Not only is there a job going at MCA Records (full title, the Music Corporation of America), but she tells her friend I’d be good for the job. Mary phones the guy there, a man called Graham, and she tells him I’m amazing and he should hire me. I’ve never even met Mary! I am too invested in the thrill of it all right now to properly process the significance of this kindness from a stranger – two strangers, both women. But somewhere in the back of my mind, a note is made that this is something good someone has done for me, and I will always try to pay it forward.


Two weeks later and I am sitting on a bench in Soho Square, staring at the funny little Tudor-looking house in the middle of the square and eating my prawn sandwiches from the sandwich bar (white bread, always white bread) before I go to my third interview of the day. It’s the one at MCA, the one I think I want most. It’s cold but sunny and fresh, and most of the benches are full with people also eating their sandwiches. I wonder what they all do for a living. Are they my future colleagues? I called in sick at Océ this morning, something I never do and I feel truly awful about. I don’t like to lie, it doesn’t come naturally to me. I didn’t have a choice though. I know that this is the direction I’m meant to be heading in. I’ve had my interviews at RCA and CBS, over the other side of the Square, and they went well. But they both felt a little too close to the job I’ve already got. Corporate, if you know what I mean. I’d be one of a number of other typists in an office. MCA feels like something else. I think because it’s come through a friend, it feels more real.


I finish my sandwich and stand up to straighten my outfit. I’m wearing my black tube skirt and a top that’s very slightly off the shoulder with my denim jacket over it, with my wide, low-slung belt and my brown suede stilettos from Dolcis that I love. It feels odd to be wearing such fashionable clothes to an interview but Leslie says no one wears ordinary smart office clothes at these sorts of places. It’s OK to look cool. I hope I look cool. Do I?


Leslie says they want secretarial support in the promotions department. I know enough about how this business works by now to understand that the promotions department in a record company is pretty important. You’ve got the A&R department, which finds, signs and develops the singers and musicians who make the music; the marketing department that comes up with how their albums look and works out who their fans are and generally sprinkle the magic; the legals, who work out all the contracts; and the sales department, who get the physical records and tapes distributed and sold. It’s like a huge jigsaw puzzle made up of so many important parts. You can have a great song and you can have it on sale in all the shops, but if no one sees it being performed on television or hears it on the radio on their way to work, no one will know it exists, and no one is going to buy it. So promotions are essential to the success of a song, and to the financial success of the company. I like the idea of doing something creative, the thought of working with television programmes and radio shows. It sounds less like a job and more like a whole lot of fun to me. My passion for music and a career all rolled into one.


The MCA office is in Brewer Street, a couple of streets back from the more savoury end of Soho and smack bang in the middle of what is still very much a red-light district. As I make my way down the street I step over empty bottles and cardboard boxes that spill out from the bars and clubs onto the pavement. The neon signs for Madame Jojo’s are winking at me from down the road as I push the door into the reception area of MCA. I hear someone thundering down the stairs to welcome me.


‘Hi, Nicki? I’m Graham, come on up to the office.’


Well. Graham is very good-looking. No one warned me about that, did they? He’s better looking than James! He’s cool – he’s wearing Levi 501s and a tight white T-shirt and cowboy boots, like something from the Levi’s advert where the man comes down in his pants and keeps his jeans in the fridge – and oh my goodness he smells amazing. I try not to let my jaw drop too far, and follow him up the narrow stairs. There are boxes of files and piles of vinyl everywhere, and he leads me along a corridor, past a few open doors. It’s really noisy in here! I hear a song I know by Transvision Vamp, ‘I Want Your Love’, blasting out of one door. Graham closes it as we pass, and I can hear the voice of Steve Wright talking on Radio 1 as we pass another. I glimpse a man in a leather jacket talking on the phone. This place is already a different world to the purpose-built offices of my current job. There are no big windows or carpet tiles or typists clacking away. It’s a rabbit warren, with something fascinating behind every door. The floor is uneven underfoot and the walls are covered in posters and gold discs in frames. There are tapes, paperwork, records and telephones on every desk. We come to a central room with a few empty desks and huge whiteboards with writing on them. I see artist names: Transvision Vamp, Holly Johnson. Eric B. & Rakim. And in the column next to them the names of television shows I know, Wogan and Des O’Connor Tonight, Get Fresh, TV-am.


We sit down at one of the desks. I’m opposite him, trying not to let him know that I have clocked how handsome he is. I suspect he knows only too well how handsome he is anyway. The old sash window is slightly open, propped up by a VHS tape, and the sound of bikes and car horns tooting below in Brewer Street filters in, adding to the sense of urgency I’m feeling. I need to work here.


‘So, you’ve been to Australia?’ he asks.


It’s funny, the eight months I spent in Australia last year have been a real talking point in every interview I’ve had. The Australian pop music scene is huge at the moment. Everyone’s gone mad for Neighbours and Home and Away, a spread called Vegemite, and Kylie Minogue’s ‘I Should Be So Lucky’ was a big number 1 earlier this year. ‘Beds Are Burning’ by Midnight Oil is still on everywhere you go. The world is obsessed with all things Aussie, and I have actually been there. Perhaps it impresses people? Plus not many girls my age have left home and been so far away by themselves. I like to think this says I’m plucky and adventurous. In truth I am just lucky to have cousins and a family there who I stayed with. I’m still telling myself it’s my intention to get back there if I can, but I’m not going to mention any of this to Graham just now. Best not.


‘Yes, I fell in love with Sydney. The city, not the boy,’ I joke.


We chat about what I do at Océ and what he’s looking for. He says the department needs someone to organise them all a bit (those boxes on the stairs), do the admin, send out singles and albums to producers and bookers, book restaurants and taxis, and hold the fort when they’re all out. I can do that, Graham. Oh yes indeed.


The pay, he says, is £7,500, a full £2,000 less a year than I am currently earning, but I don’t let Graham know I’d be taking a pay cut. I don’t want anything to jeopardise my chances. Not for the last time, I clock myself making a big decision about my career that has absolutely nothing to do with earning more money or improving my finances.


Saying my goodbyes to Graham, I close the door behind me and step back out into the cold Soho street. A woman in a very skimpy outfit is standing in a doorway smoking. Thursday afternoon is becoming Thursday evening and people are starting to filter out of doorways and into the pubs that occupy every corner here. The street is alive with possibility, and again I feel a powerful certainty that this is the job I am meant to have. I know, I just absolutely know. It’s nothing to do with the way Graham looks either.


I’m not seeing James tonight so I go to catch my train home and stare forlornly out of the window all the way back to Herne Bay. I’m feeling something close to heartache, like I’ve just met the love of my life and I’m now in agony waiting for his call. Later on I even dream about the job. I’m walking to work down Brewer Street in my brown stilettos and I stop and talk to that woman in the doorway and she turns into Wendy James from Transvision Vamp and she and I are dancing on the stairs up to the office. I think that’s what they call a fait accompli, in my dreams anyway.


The next day at work I am so distracted I cannot think straight at all. My boss Peter asks me if I’m OK and should I have come back to work today if I’m still unwell? For a minute I don’t know what he’s talking about but then I remember I was meant to be ill yesterday. I excuse myself and go to find an empty office. I pick up the phone and dial 9 for an outside line, hesitate for a second, and then punch in the rest of the numbers that are written on the piece of paper currently shaking in my hand.


Graham answers and I say: ‘Hi Graham, it’s Nicki Chapman. Graham, I dreamt about your job last night.’


‘Oh right?’ he answers, confused and probably a little bit scared.


‘Yes, I dreamt you gave me the job! And I really, really want to work for you, Graham. The thing is, I’ve been offered the other two jobs I interviewed for yesterday. But yours is the job I want. So please can you put me out of my misery and tell me whether I’ve got the job or not, because what I don’t want to do is say yes to RCA or CBS, and then you come back and offer it to me.’


Without a second’s hesitation, he goes: ‘Yeah, all right then, you can have the job. Start as soon as you can.’


On the train home this time I’m beaming to myself and I don’t care if anyone thinks I’m bonkers. I can’t quite believe I did that. It was out of character for me to call him up like that and get the answer there and then. But it worked, Nicki. Maybe being around all these salesmen has rubbed off on me after all. A part of me wants to believe he was blown away by my chat at the interview and maybe he respects my chutzpah for making that call, but a bigger part of me suspects he said yes because it was the easiest thing to do at the time and it meant he didn’t have to think about it any more or interview anyone else. Either way, it doesn’t matter. I got the job! I’ve told Peter and he says he’s happy for me. What he actually said was ‘You’ll fly, Nicki.’ It brought a little tear to my eye because I didn’t know he thought so highly of me. He was just one of those people: a kind, lovely man.


It takes me almost two hours to get home to Herne Bay every day. Two hours and a crazy early start every morning. The hours are going to be very different now I work in the music industry. Graham has warned me there will be late nights and early starts. I can’t wait. Before I get into bed I stand at my window and take in the view I’ve looked at every single night since I can remember. I can see the sea and the pier stretching out from the beach, all from my bedroom. As I close the window and pull the curtains, the familiar sea air fills my lungs. I’ll always love it here. But I know that the time has come for me to leave home, my parents, my sister and the little cul-de-sac where I grew up. London, here I come.
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