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For the McRocks of my life







PROLOGUE

‘Rose, I have your wife and son.’

The words keep playing through my head while one of the most powerful men in the country continues to talk at me. I’m not listening to him any more.

Who is this person speaking to me in my earpiece? Is this a sick joke? It can’t be, can it?

We’re live on telly. Millions of people are watching. My heart feels like it’s going to explode.

The voice speaks calmly and slowly again in my ear.

‘Rose, if you want Rory and Kate to come home, you are going to have to do as I say. Nod if you understand.’

Whoever this is, he has Rory and Kate. I can’t deal with this.

I need to leave. I need to get to my family right now.

But I can’t, can I? The voice said to do as he says.

I feel a scream build inside of me. I can’t let it out.

I need to stay calm. I can’t stay calm.

He has my son.

I have no choice.

I slowly nod my head.

And then the voice speaks again.

‘Rose, I am in control now.’






PART ONE






ROSE

3 a.m.

The day before the hijack

It’s always a relief when it’s a hairnet or hard-hat day. No faffing about. Quick wash of my pits and bits in the sink, throw on some brightly coloured clothes and off I go. I won’t even bother brushing my hair. No one will see it.

I have five minutes before I need to leave. I glance out of the bedroom window and check that my driver Tom is there. I can see him shivering as he leans against the car door. He takes a slow drag on his cigarette. No matter what the weather, he never misses the chance to smoke before a long drive.

I creep downstairs, missing the second step from the top because it always creaks. Then I carefully pick up my phone, handbag, suitcase and keys. I have mastered the art of leaving the house with minimal noise. My wife Kate calls me the night ninja.

I say wife, but we’re not married. We’ve actually only been together four years, but we’ve packed a lot in. Buying a house, having a baby. All the big stuff. I just knew when I met her she was the one and didn’t see the point of wasting any time.

Kate has sacrificed a lot for me. Taking the gas off her high-flying science career to look after our son, Rory, while I disappear off around the country at all hours. She has a lot to put up with, not least the fact that she never knows when I’ll be home or even when I’ll call. My job is so bloody unpredictable. It’s a nightmare for my family, but I haven’t got time to worry about that this week. Not with what I’ve got coming up.

Tom opens the car door for me. I keep telling him not to bother with these daft formalities, but I think he quite enjoys it, even after all these years.

As I climb inside, the smell smacks me in the face. Not the smoke clinging to Tom’s ill-fitting suit, which the taxi company make him wear – I don’t mind that. It’s the bloody air freshener. Even the slightest whiff of that car-shaped bit of cardboard doused in some overbearing citrus punch and I retch. Ever since my bout of pregnancy sickness there are certain smells that instantly make me gag.

Suppressing the urge to throw up, I put my seat belt on.

Tom always waits until we are both safely in the car with the doors closed before he speaks. No matter how quietly we think we’re whispering, we’ve learned the hard way that my neighbours do not appreciate our 3 a.m. greetings in the street.

‘Morning, love, how are we?’

Tom’s gruff Manchester accent is a welcome start to the day.

He’s been my regular driver for six years. Picking me up in the middle of the night to whisk me off to my broadcast locations and always having to listen to the dramas of my life unfold in the back of his car.

Tom’s blacked-out Audi is my safe space. The hours I spend travelling in it are some of my most intimate.

And he sees it all. The adrenaline rush I get from broadcasting, the grumpy exhaustion I feel from travel. The rows I have on the phone with my producer, the bollockings I get from my boss. The baby voice I put on when I video-call my son and then the laughs, and tears, I share with my partner over something cute he has done that I have missed.

Tom sees first-hand the emotional highs and lows of my job.

Thank God he’s not a blabber. He never has been and I’m pretty sure he never will be.

It’s a funny old relationship. We’re not mates as such, because we only ever really spend time together in the car – in fact, I can tell you more about the back of his head than the front.

But I trust him. And that is rare for me, especially these days.

No one tells you, when you do a job like mine, that you can’t have a normal life. Since choosing to barge my way into the homes of millions of people every morning – because that is basically what happens when you join the biggest news show in the country – everything has changed.

But the adrenaline that comes with this job is so addictive. I can’t give that up. Especially not now, when I have one of the biggest broadcast interviews of my career coming up.

I need to make sure I am at the top of my game.

Tom and I are on our way to Alfreton in Derbyshire, roughly a two-hour journey through the Peak District. Not the easiest drive, but nevertheless, I am grateful to have stayed at home last night and not in some crappy hotel.

The last time I went to Alfreton I’d been reporting from a farm. It was there I discovered that pigs quite like northern lasses’ pasty legs. One bit me live on air. It was one of those moments, quite early on in my career, when I wasn’t entirely sure what to do. I can’t kick a pig on national TV, I thought, as I hopped about with this animal clamped to my leg.

Its teeth had broken through my welly and into my skin. The farmer tried to reassure me that the pigs were just curious and didn’t mean any harm, but I knew what this was really about: the pig’s revenge for all the bacon sandwiches I’d eaten.

Along with a few bruises on my leg, I’d also ended up as a viral sensation that day. Some smartarse had speeded up the footage of me being chased by the pigs, added the Benny Hill theme music and then put it on YouTube, where it has since had 1.2 million views.

Tom laughs when I remind him.

There is nothing exceptional about this morning’s drive. After a bit of a chat, I try to get my head down for an hour. Tom always keeps a spare pillow in the car, though I don’t like to think about all the other people who have dribbled on it, like I am about to do now.

The gentle motion of the car on the motorway and the low hum of its hybrid engine quickly puts me to sleep. I work such crazy hours that I have to get naps in whenever and wherever I can. I reckon I could actually nod off standing up if I needed to.

About an hour away from our destination I wake up and see a missed call from my cameraman Jonesy. I can’t be bothered to listen to the voicemail he’s left; it won’t be anything important, plus we’ll have plenty of time to catch up when I get to the broadcast location.

I put my make-up on instead.

I am a pro at doing a full face on the move, whether it’s in the back of a car, like today, or on a bumpy train journey. So far I’ve managed not to blind myself with my eyeliner, despite those around me anxiously expecting it every time there’s a swerve or jerk.

It’s 5 a.m. when we arrive, pulling up to a makeshift gate with a small cabin next to it. Neither looks very secure against the wind that’s howling around now.

Inside the cabin I can see a fella with a high-vis jacket on. Without so much as a nod, he lifts the railings and we drive in.

‘He’s cheerful,’ says Tom sarcastically, but we’re used to it. We’re on a building site on a chilly morning in late October. I’m pretty sure we’d all much rather be in bed.

Sixty minutes until I’m live on air. Time to get a wriggle on.

I leave Tom to park up and have his arrival ciggie. He normally sleeps in the car until I’m done, unless of course we’re at a food factory, in which case he’ll hang around like a yappy seagull waiting for some freebies to be thrown his way.

It doesn’t look like there’s going to be any free scran this morning, though. Thankfully, I’ve packed a bag of Wotsits and a can of Coke Zero to keep me going.

Life on the road is far from healthy.

I use the torch on my phone to help me find the broadcast truck. It’s normally easy to spot because of the huge satellite dish on its roof, although I got caught out by that once at Grimsby fish market when I approached what I thought was a sat truck and it turned out to be a motor home with a massive Sky dish on top. Inside, they were running a knocking shop for all the local sailors coming in and out of the docks. You can imagine the reception I got at 5 a.m. when I turned up looking for ‘my crew’ with a full face of TV make-up.

I’m not expecting to be mistaken for a prostitute today, but you never know. It happens quite a lot.

I locate the truck and see the satellite slowly moving. They obviously haven’t found a signal yet. The wind won’t be helping.

In the old days, when the network had money, we would recce each site ahead of time. There’s no chance of that now, not with all the budget cuts we’ve had over the years. We just turn up an hour before the broadcast and hope for the best. And that means everything is touch and go when we’re trying to get on air.

We’ve got skeleton staff these days too. Just the four of us on location: the camera operator, the broadcast engineer, the producer and me.

‘Here she is. Morning, treacle!’ Jonesy shouts as I approach the truck.

‘Ah, look, it’s my favourite – sorry, I mean least favourite – cameraman,’ I say with a grin.

‘You never answer your friggin’ phone.’

‘Not to you, Jonesy, no.’

I bloody love working with Jonesy. He’s a brilliant cameraman, and he gets me. We work hard, but we have a giggle too. And a sense of humour is crucial in this job. Although Jonesy doesn’t know when to stop, which can be a bit of a nightmare at times. Especially when he overdoes the innuendo.

I’ll never forget when we went to interview a woman at her house for a story about interest rates and in the middle of her living room she had a large ornate trunk. Jonesy must have cracked about ten inappropriate chest gags before we left.

‘Haven’t you heard of the MeToo movement, bellend?’ I said as we got back in the van to leave.

‘Ah, I was only having a laugh, she didn’t mind,’ Jonesy had replied in a sulk.

‘That’s not the point,’ I countered. ‘One day you’re going to end up in a load of shit because of one of your dodgy gags – which are about thirty years out of date, by the way.’

Anyway, that was a while ago now, and I noticed the other day that he’d managed to stop himself from making a very predictable joke when one of the new producers had asked for his number for the call sheet. Maybe he is learning. Plus Jonesy isn’t a sex pest, unlike some of the blokes I work with. He’s just a shit comedian.

I pop my head into the truck and see our engineer, Sandy, looking frantic. That’s not unusual when you’re struggling to get a satellite signal and have less than an hour to go before you’re broadcasting live to the nation.

To me it looks like she is just randomly pressing buttons, but Sandy is one of the best in the business, so I’m not worried. I try not to interrupt her. The tech team don’t appreciate it when a presenter rocks up asking annoying questions about stuff they don’t understand.

The team behind the scenes are the real stars of the broadcast operation, working in all conditions, often with out-of-date or broken kit, and under incredible time pressures. And yet somehow they always seem to make it happen. They’re the magicians of the TV world.

Everyone thinks telly is dead glam, but news broadcasting really isn’t. Yes, of course we get to cover amazing stories, visit fascinating locations and meet some incredible people, but we do all that on a tiny budget.

And we love to moan about it.

‘Hello, it’s Rose, isn’t it?’ I hear a voice say behind me.

I turn to see two men standing in hard hats, high-vis jackets and safety goggles. One of them is holding a clipboard and a pen.

With them is my producer, Zoya, also kitted out in full PPE.

‘I’m Bob, the national site manager, and this is Alan, our health and safety director,’ says the shorter one of the two, who looks like he can’t be far off retirement.

I meet blokes like Bob and Alan all the time in my job as a roving reporter. Every company seems to have them. One is usually an overzealous safety officer and the other some type of boss. The problem is, after over a decade in this job, they’ve all morphed into one in my head.

I am ashamed to say this, but I’m unlikely to remember their faces once I leave here today. However, in this moment, they are the most important people in my life. They are the difference between this being a brilliant broadcast and a shit one.

There is also a chance I might have met them before, so I greet them in the same way I greet everyone these days.

‘Ah, it’s so lovely to see you both, what a fabulous site you have here. It’s so kind of you to let us in to broadcast. I know you’ll both have been working hard to make it all possible, so thank you. And thanks again for getting up so early too,’ I say, mustering up as much energy as is humanly possible for five in the morning.

Their wide smiles suggest my love-bombing has worked.

‘Dan on security didn’t give you any problems getting in, did he?’ the taller man – Alan, I think he is called – asks.

‘The bloke on the gate? Ah, no, he let us straight through.’

‘Ah, right, after he checked your ID, I’m assuming?’

‘Erm . . .’ I try to buy myself a smidge of time. I have no idea what to say. It sounds like the security checks should have been tighter, but I don’t want the hassle of having to do them now.

Fortunately Bob interrupts before I say anything else.

‘He’s a good lad is Dan, a grafter, but he’s had a really tough time. We’re all trying to keep an eye on him and, you know, support him through it, like.’

‘Aw right, the poor fella.’ I have no idea what else to say to what feels like a bit of an overshare on Bob’s part. But it looks like we’ve got out of doing any more security stuff, which is a relief.

‘Right, time for the safety briefing then. Take it away, Alan.’ Bob’s tone makes it sound as though this is the most important thing he has ever said.

I listen to the briefing and nod enthusiastically. I’ve heard these safety talks at nearly every business I’ve ever been to. Wear your safety gear at all times. Don’t look at your phone while you’re walking. Hold the handrail when going up and down stairs. Always report any incidents you have, no matter how minor you think they are, even a paper cut. Blah blah blah.

I know they’re important, but my God they’re dull. Plus they take bloody ages.

Thirty minutes now until I’m live on air.

After the briefing, I put my safety gear on as I talk to my producer, Zoya. She has spoken to the team back at base to find out when I’m on air and how long I’ll have for each segment I’m doing across the three-hour show. We call the segments ‘hits’. I usually get six hits on every show, not including the headlines.

We don’t have long to talk. My MO is to get on air for the first headline and then worry about what’s happening on the rest of the show after that.

Today is a big one in the news calendar: Budget Day. The chancellor will be announcing the government’s fiscal plans in Parliament at lunchtime. In other words, what they’ll be spending money on and how much they’ll tax us for stuff.

It’s a dry topic so I’m trying to liven it up by being out on location. I know from the government leaks that there’s going to be more money for construction, so it seemed like an obvious choice. Not least because the viewers love it when I’m in a hard hat and high-vis. So much so that someone set up a ‘Rose in safety gear’ fetish website, which was basically a load of photos of me in PPE at various businesses. It was an interesting one to explain to my mam after her friend told her about it.

So, the more safety gear I have on, the happier the audience.

Jonesy, however, hates it.






JONESY

3 a.m.

The day before the hijack

‘Oh, it’s an effing hard-hat day. Bollocks – loads of faffing about,’ Jonesy mutters to himself as he heads downstairs.

His call sheet for the morning has just arrived, giving him all the details of his job today:

STORY: Pre-Budget OB analysis at a construction site

LOCATION: Unit 7–15, King Street, DE55 7AG

CORRESPONDENT: Rose Steedman

CREW: Engineer: Sandy Wearn, Producer: Zoya Aflani, Camera Operator: Liam Jones

RISK ASSESMENT: Attached – completed by Pete F.

He isn’t really complaining. It’s a job, and ever since he went freelance he’s been grateful for any scraps of work thrown his way.

As he reaches the bottom of the stairs, his dog Murphy appears, holding his lead in his mouth.

‘We’re off to Derbyshire, Murph,’ Jonesy whispers. ‘We haven’t got time for a walk, but I’m taking you with me. It’s Rose today. We love her, don’t we, Murph?’

Jonesy doesn’t like leaving Murphy alone in the house all day, so he takes him to work when he can. Plus he enjoys the company.

They get in the van and head off. The satnav is saying roughly two hours from Jonesy’s house in North Wales. He treats it like a personal challenge to beat the estimated arrival time.

When Jonesy hits the motorway, he calls Rose for a natter. It goes to voicemail, as usual, so he switches on the radio and puts his foot down. 

He gives a little whoop when he parks up next to the broadcast truck at 4.50 a.m.

‘That’s gotta be a record, that, Murph. And with a wee stop. Nice one.’

He gets his kit out of the van and gives his dog a quick pat on the head.

‘Right, Murph, I’ll be back for you just after seven.’

With a camera over one shoulder and a tripod on the other, he heads to the truck.

As he approaches, the door bursts open and Sandy appears.

Jonesy is delighted to see her.

‘We’re on a double bubble this week, me and you,’ Jonesy announces to Sandy, who looks unimpressed and doesn’t answer.

‘Bit early for you, treacle?’ Jonesy jokes.

‘Some bastard has broken into the truck again!’ she cries, pulling open the back door and nearly hitting Jonesy in the face with it.

‘Oh, you’re kidding – what have they nicked this time?’

‘A load of microphones and our talkback packs. Oh, and the bloody Jaffa Cakes.’

‘The Jaffa Cakes – shit, man.’

They’re used to the kit being nicked. The satellite on top of the truck is a dead giveaway to the fact that there will be expensive gear inside, so it’s always getting broken into when it’s parked up overnight.

It hits the team particularly hard when the thieves take the snacks too.

Jonesy has worked with Sandy for a long time; in fact, he was the first person to hug her when she found out her husband was shagging some lass from the golf club. Darren obviously didn’t realize the hot-tub selfie he took with golf caddy Lauren on his new iPhone would automatically upload to the family iCloud account. The photo popped up on Sandy’s phone just as she was showing Jonesy a picture of her daughter’s new dogs. Of course, Jonesy cracked an inappropriate gag about which puppies he preferred and then offered to get ‘Dickhead Darren’s cock chopped off’, as he put it.

That typical Jonesy reaction didn’t stop Sandy feeling gut-wrenchingly sick, but it did prevent her from having a full-on meltdown in the middle of the Kit Kat factory where they were filming that day.

Still, Jonesy’s early-morning enthusiasm is doing her head in right now and she needs to crack on.

They have about an hour to get the equipment sorted and the satellite connected and, with a load of kit missing, they’re in for a tricky morning. That said, it’s nothing new. These days they’re lucky if the kit is working at all.






ROSE

5.55 a.m.

The day before the hijack

Five minutes until I will be live on telly. I quickly check my phone. No word from Kate yet. A good sign, I think. Hopefully Rory slept through. I’m regretting not nipping in to give him a quick kiss before I left. Imagine if I’d woken him, though. That would have been a nightmare for Kate, especially now she’s back at work full time.

‘Right, we’re all connected,’ Jonesy says as he hands me the microphone I need to clip to my jacket.

I am standing in front of a half-built house. It’s still pitch black, so Jonesy and Sandy have managed to light it up with a strategically placed torch, a house brick and my empty Coke can. Once my microphone is on, I need to sort out my talkback. It’s the bit of equipment that connects me, in an audio sense, to the presenters in the studio and also to the team in the gallery, which is the control room of the TV show.

My talkback looks a bit like a walkie-talkie, but with a wire coming from it that is attached to my personalized earpiece. There are two knobs on it. One that controls the volume and the other that controls which radio frequency – or what we call channel – I need to be on.

‘What channel today, Jonesy?’ I ask while fiddling with my talkback box.

‘Channel 5, chicken.’

I turn the knob on the top until it’s on 5. I have no idea what the different channels do, I just know that I need to be on the one that connects me to my team.

I hear a crackle in my left ear, where my earpiece is, and then a voice booms into it.

‘Rose, it’s Jess here, directing. Three minutes until the headlines. You’re after the missing penguins.’

That brief statement tells me everything I need to know about how newsworthy the programme team think my story is today. Not very. If I’m after a headline about penguins, I must be pretty low down the running order. Unless, of course, the president of the United States has something to do with the penguins going missing. Or the king, maybe. Now I’m thinking about all the potential iterations of why the missing penguins story might be much more important than I’m giving it credit for.

There’s another crackle in my left ear.

Jess speaks again.

‘You all right to come with us for a rehearsal?’ she screeches, making me wince.

My talkback is far too loud.

‘Yep, good to go,’ I reply, turning down the volume of the audio coming into my earpiece.

There’s no time for chit-chat when you’re about to go live. As the director, Jess is the person in charge of the show from a technical point of view, making sure what’s going out on air looks and sounds good. She does this with a team of tech experts behind the scenes, but ultimately the buck stops with her.

I am just one of many people Jess will be checking in with before the show starts.

Everything is right up to the wire.

We rehearse the top of the show in the final minutes before we go live. I’ve already planned what I’m going to say; now it’s just a case of making sure I nail it on air.

The programme title music starts. I always get a buzz from hearing it. The adrenaline of being on live TV kicks in. Off we go. I’ll be talking to the nation any second now, just need to wait for my cue.

‘How long until we’re on?’ Jonesy asks while trying to fix his hard hat, which is sitting at a jaunty angle after being knocked out of place by the camera on his shoulder.

‘Have you not got talkback?’ I quickly ask, knowing the programme will be coming to me live any second now.

‘Nope. Mine got nicked out of the van last night.’

This means Jonesy can’t hear anything that’s going on back at base; he can’t even hear Sandy in the satellite truck. So he has to rely on me for all his prompts. This is not ideal. Still, it’s not the first time; I’m used to this kind of carry-on.

‘Ten, nine, eight . . .’ comes the countdown from the second voice to pop into my ear. It’s a softly spoken woman. I think it’s Carol or maybe Belinda, they sound so alike. Whoever it is, I know from what she’s saying that she is the one in the gallery in charge of timings for today’s show – what’s called a PA in TV land.

Jonesy is oblivious to what is being said to me and carries on talking.

‘They nicked the fucking Jaffa Cakes too,’ he shouts, which comes at the same time I hear the presenters in the studio finishing the headline about missing penguins, which is then interrupted by director Jess shouting.

‘CUE ROSE.’

I am now talking live to the nation.

‘Hello from this multimillion-pound building site in Derbyshire. Today we’ll learn what’s in the chancellor’s red box. We’re expecting a billion-pound boost for construction, so I’m here to find out what difference it could make.’

I carry on smiling after I’ve said everything I need to, just in case the camera is still live on us. I’ve been caught out by that before – thinking you’re not on air any more when really you are. It’s the stuff nightmares are made of.

‘And we’re off you.’

That’s the confirmation I needed from the gallery to tell me it’s safe to speak normally again.

‘Back with you in twenty minutes, Rose, and you’ll do a hand to the regions.’ That’s the third voice I’ve heard in my ear so far this morning. A bloke this time, possibly Sharif; it sounds like him. He must be today’s person in the gallery in charge of connecting the outside broadcasts to the studio via the gallery.

You hear lots of different voices in your ear when you’re on an outside broadcast. And the team back at base work three days on, three days off, so I’m never quite sure who’ll be on shift. You often don’t get to see them either; you just hear them through the earpiece.

People always ask me if I find it distracting, having all these voices in my ear, but I don’t. I’d be more worried if I couldn’t hear anything. The way I describe it, it’s a bit like when you’re in a restaurant and you’re chatting to whoever you’re with, but you’re also half listening to the table next to you. If you tune yourself in, you can follow their conversation and the one you’re having. I guess not everyone can do this, but I think years of being a nosy bugger mean that I’m pretty good at it. And now I’m paid to do it every morning.

Just before I take my earpiece out, I hear Sandy, who is talking to me from the truck. She wants me to tell Jonesy to turn his camera off. I keep forgetting he can’t hear her.

‘They’re off us,’ I explain to Jonesy, who is poised as if we’re still live.

‘Phew, that was close.’ He breathes a sigh of relief as he puts down the camera.

‘You’re telling me, you muppet. You nearly announced to the nation that some fucker had nicked your Jaffa Cakes.’

‘Ah, sorry, babe, it’s a bugger not having talkback. Although, if McVitie’s had heard us there’d have been a lifetime supply of Jaffas coming our way.’

He’s right. Once on a live broadcast, some eagle-eyed marketing executive at a well-known bread manufacturer spotted a piece of toast peeking out of my pocket on the telly. Within an hour, they’d delivered a load of their baked goods to my team at the studio and, more impressively, turned up at my broadcast location with a giant, branded comedy toaster, which they parked right in the back of my shot for all to see.

That’s the power of telly, I guess. What I do or say on it can have a huge impact. For good or for bad.

I can see Alan and Bob heading over to us. They’re buzzing.

‘We watched you on my phone! I can’t believe it just happens like that,’ Alan says in amazement. ‘I thought there’d be loads of you and it’d be a big rig set-up.’

‘Nope, not these days. There isn’t the money,’ I explain.

‘So you just rock up, whack up a satellite and then next thing you’re live to the nation. Wow!’ says Bob, who is clearly a fan of our show. You can spot them a mile off. I can guarantee at some point he’ll mention my height. They always do.

‘Is there not even a time delay or anything?’ asks Alan.

‘Nah, people think that, but no, as soon as I say it, it goes out on the telly. So no swearing, Bob, when I’m interviewing you in a bit.’

We all laugh, although admittedly mine is a bit forced. That’s the thing with this job; we’re always cracking the same gags. I also get a lot of the same jokes said to me – my favourite being ‘I wake up with you every morning, Rose’. Every time someone says it, I give the same hearty laugh as if it’s the first time I’ve heard it.

‘You’re welcome to use the security hut if you need to. It’s just Dan in there at the moment,’ says Bob, gesturing to a dimly lit Portakabin.

Normally in between hits I’ll look for different spots to broadcast from, to give the audience a bit of variety, but there’s no point yet. It’s still dark, the building work can’t start until 8 a.m. and I’m freezing.

Zoya is outside the cabin in a small sheltered area that I assume is a designated smoking spot. She is stubbing out a cigarette with her foot while lighting another and also talking at speed on the phone.

The smell of menthol smoke wafting towards me makes me feel a bit nauseous, so I disappear inside the cabin.

There’s not much to it; a little kitchen area in one corner then a few plastic tables and chairs scattered about the place.

There’s a whiteboard on one of the walls with the words ‘ON-SITE INCIDENTS’ written at the top in capital letters. It’s been underlined three times. I am sure the safety officer, Alan, prides himself on the fact that there’s nothing listed beneath it yet.

I still haven’t had a proper chance to speak to Zoya, but that’s often the way. She’ll be going through the running order with the team at base. It’s a movable feast when you’re on air.

Her job is a stressful one too. As well as keeping across the editorial content, she’ll be organizing guest transport and working out what we need for social media. The boss of the programme is always after ‘behind the scenes’ videos that have the potential to go viral. That’s one of the big things we’re measured on these days. The ‘reach’ outside of the show is what they call it.

I’m a reluctant contributor to the programme’s online world these days, though.

I have a tricky relationship with social media. I used to love it and was one of those prolific posters, detailing every aspect of my life for the world to see. Service station selfies, crew boomerangs, ‘life on the road’ reels and so on. I got a buzz from ‘likes’ and became one of the media’s great oversharers.

That all changed when the details I was putting out there became life-threatening. Still, that was years ago and everything is calm on the social media front now. But I hate it.

I unplug my earpiece from my talkback unit so that we can all listen to the programme sound coming out through its built-in speaker. It’s a bit like when you disconnect your AirPods from your phone and everyone can hear what you’re playing.

The whole point of this talkback device is that it allows me to hear what’s going out on the telly and it gives the team in the gallery a way to communicate with me while we’re live on air too.

I wear the bulky unit clipped to the back of my jeans. Next to it is another box connected to my microphone. Sometimes I’ll wear an extra mic pack as backup, but not today. My jeans are relieved. It’s less work for them trying to hold everything up.

I settle down in one of the cold plastic chairs and scroll through my phone. I should probably be looking at work stuff, but I’m too distracted by cute videos of Rory. I can see so many of Kate’s mannerisms in him now. It makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside, though not quite enough to stop me shivering.

Alan is watching Zoya out of the window and tutting.

‘She really needs to stay in the smoking area.’

I ignore him, but he continues.

‘Why can’t she just stand still?’

I get up and head over to the window. Zoya is pacing up and down, the wind blowing her about as she walks, talks and smokes. She’s got her hood up, which she is wearing under her high-vis jacket. Aside from a bit of light from the cabin window, she’s in darkness. It’s hard to see her face until every so often the orange glow intensifies as she takes another drag.

Alan raps his knuckles on the window and furiously points at the smoking area. Zoya nods and takes a seat on the bench.

Jonesy has joined us by the window now, desperate not to miss anything.

‘She’s a bugger for the ciggies, isn’t she? Like me when I was her age. Anyway, come and park yourself down here, Rose,’ he says as he pulls out a chair and gestures for me to sit in it. I know what’s coming.

For the next ten minutes, I stare aimlessly at Jonesy’s phone as he shows me countless photos of his new girlfriend, including one of her topless, which he quickly swipes past and mutters something about art. We then move on to the latest pics of his grandkids. After five minutes of telling him I think they’re all gorgeous, I try to move things on again.

‘Where’s Murphy?’

‘The van. I’ll let him out shortly.’

‘Who or what is Murphy?’ Alan asks.

‘My dog,’ Jonesy replies enthusiastically.

Alan storms out of the cabin. No doubt he’ll be going to find an extra form that we’ll now have to fill in.

I hope it doesn’t cause us any stress. Jonesy’s been told off before for bringing his dog on broadcasts. I don’t want him getting us in trouble again.

‘What kind of dog is he?’ This time the question comes from the other corner of the room, where another PPE-clad bloke is sitting. I hadn’t even noticed him until this point.

‘He’s a Springer–German Pointer cross. Are you a dog fan?’ Jonesy says as he turns to answer.

‘Yeah, we’ve got an Alsatian.’

‘Ah, nice. Well, come and meet my Murphy in a bit, if you like.’

‘Didn’t your parents ever warn you about strangers and dogs?’ Sandy interjects sarcastically.

The bloke in the corner doesn’t react to the gag.

‘It’s my son’s dog, really. I got him before . . .’ His voice starts to drift off.

It dawns on me that this is the security guard who was meant to check our IDs on the way in. The bloke that Bob had been going on about. I wonder what happened to him. Something to do with his son, by the sounds of things. Whatever it is, the pain is etched deep on his face.

A shiver runs down my spine. I can’t think of anything worse than something bad happening to my son.

‘What’s your dog’s name?’ Jonesy asks, interrupting my dark thoughts.

‘Muffin, she’s called.’

Jonesy, who obviously hasn’t clocked the sensitivity of the situation, jumps straight in.

‘Muffin the Alsatian? Jesus Christ, who came up with—’

‘GALLERY TO ROSE.’

The voice of Sharif back at base bursts out of the talkback box, punctuating the programme sound we had been listening to and coincidentally saving us all from an inappropriate muff gag from Jonesy that must have been on its way.

‘GALLERY TO ROSE! WE’VE LOST A GUEST!’

This is not unusual. The guest planned for this time slot probably hasn’t turned up or the team are having problems connecting them from wherever they’re doing the interview. Either way, it means they want me to fill a gap.

We rush out to our broadcast positions.

‘Bring Bob over,’ I shout to Zoya.

Just as we’re all in position, I hear Sharif’s voice again in my earpiece.

‘False alarm, Rose. We got the guest. We’ll be with you in another five minutes.’

And breathe out.

This happens a lot too. One minute they need you on air straight away and the next minute they don’t. None of it fazes me any more.

Given that Bob is quite red in the face now, I wonder if it might have been a disaster interviewing him at this point anyway. At least he’s got a few minutes to get his breath back.

‘You’ll have two minutes for the next hit, Rose,’ Zoya tells me, having just come off the phone again.

That’s less time than I thought I was going to get, but I’m not surprised. All that carry-on with the missing guest will have meant the presenters doing a bit of filling and that’s now eaten into the time I was meant to be getting. Typical.

‘CUE ROSE,’ shouts Jess in my earpiece.

We’re back on air. I leap into action, chatting to camera about where I am and why, while also making my way towards Bob.

He looks nervous. I need to put him at ease. I ask my first question slowly and with a big, warm smile. I want to give him the best chance to show off what he does and what he knows. The opposite of what I’ll need to do on tomorrow’s broadcast. The person I’m interviewing then will need to be held to account. In other words, I’ll need to grill them. But there is no time to think about that now, even if it is constantly playing on my mind.

Bob waffles through his first answer. He is starting to relax, though, so I’m sure his next response will be a lot better.

Then a voice speaks in my ear.

‘Wrap it up now, Rose.’

Oh, for fuck’s sake. I keep this profanity in my head.

Poor Bob. But I’ve got to listen to what they say. I thank him and hand back to the studio. That’s that hit done.

‘Is that it?’ asks Bob angrily when he realizes that we’re not on air any more.

‘I’m afraid so. That’s the nature of live news,’ I say apologetically.

He walks off in a huff, furiously typing on his phone. I’m pretty sure he’ll be replying to lots of messages from his family and friends asking why he was only on telly for about forty-five seconds.

‘We’ll get him on again. There’s time in the last hour,’ says Zoya, who has just reappeared next to me. ‘Plus he was telling me he’s part of the steering group that’s been regularly meeting with cabinet ministers. So we should ask him about that.’

‘Is he? I didn’t know that. Why wasn’t that in the brief?’ I ask.

‘I dunno,’ Zoya replies, shrugging her shoulders. ‘I’ll feed back to Pete who was setting up yesterday.’

It’s does my head in when there are mistakes or things missing from the briefs. Pete, who is another one of my producers, has been working with me for years, so he should know better. It’s definitely not Zoya’s fault, but that doesn’t stop me being passive-aggressive towards her. I’m a bugger for doing that.

Zoya is quiet by nature, which is unusual for a telly person, but she is very good. And she’s always one step ahead of me, which is crucial. I particularly like the fact that she isn’t one of the industry clones obsessed with trying to get in front of the camera. She has a fascinating background and a fire in her belly when it comes to news. Also, she actually listens to people. She is a proper journalist. A truth-seeker. Someone who wants to expose injustice and make the world a better place.

Although, I’ll be honest, we’re not exactly doing Pulitzer Prize-winning journalism this morning, but that’s also why she’s good. She’s a grafter and just cracks on with whatever job she’s been given. Right now that means working out how we’re going to make the next live hit – which is still coming from an empty building site in the dark – look good on camera.

Alan and Bob watch on. It’s pretty obvious they think we’re an amateur operation. I’m not surprised. That’s exactly what we look like. Not a national broadcaster revered across the world. ‘Gaffer Tape Productions’ is what we often refer to ourselves as.

Zoya, once again, has played a blinder. She’s using her car lights now to make this area of the construction site look like it’s been professionally lit. Alan and Bob seem surprised that she’s managed to pull this off.

For all Zoya’s obvious talent, she has to deal with being stereotyped. The headscarf she wears makes people frequently underestimate her. A bit like how my regional accent seems to make some people assume I’m thick. What a load of bollocks.

I’ve said to Zoya that their ignorance gives us power. It doesn’t take much to floor them, and that’s very useful if you’re a journalist. She knows that, though; in fact, she knows that more than most.

We’re set up and back on air.

The next hit is very much like the first one, except this time it’s me on my own and I have a hard count. That means I have to stop talking when I’m told to, otherwise the gallery will just cut me off. I love this challenge of trying to fit what I’m going to say into the exact amount of time I’ve been given.

Time is such a funny thing in telly land. And it’s my job to make sure every single second of it counts.

Tomorrow, that’s going to be more important than ever.






JONESY

7.04 a.m.

The day before the hijack

The team have got at least twenty minutes until they’re back on air. Rose has wandered off and Alan has arrived with a cuppa for everyone. Dan’s not far behind with biscuits.

‘It’s quite a bit of kit you’ve got there. Can I have a look?’ Alan asks as he hands Sandy a mug and sticks his head around the door of the satellite truck.

‘Aye, come on,’ Sandy says, gesturing for Alan to use the steps to climb in.

‘It looks a bit like a spaceship in here.’

‘A spaceship that’s falling apart, though.’

‘Not helped by the fact that we keep getting stuff nicked,’ Jonesy chips in.

‘Really? Well, I suppose it would be worth a few bob in the right hands. Dan, come and have a look.’

The security guard, who hasn’t said much up to this point, follows behind Alan. He does look genuinely interested, which Alan is delighted about. He is hoping the buzz of the TV crew will help distract Dan for a bit.

The lads squash themselves into the truck and are pretty much bollock to bollock. Not that they seem to mind; they’re transfixed by all the screens and buttons in front of them.

Rose’s voice booms through the truck’s speakers even though she is nowhere to be seen. She obviously hasn’t realized that she’s left her microphone on. It’s not uncommon. Sandy has accidentally heard all sorts over the years, including the prime minister having a wee. It still makes her chuckle whenever she sees him on the telly.

No one seems to be taking any notice of what Rose is saying, which sounds like a bit of a tense conversation about childcare arrangements and whatnot. Sandy turns off the speaker just in case. She knows that Rose doesn’t want people knowing her business. Not after what happened a few years back.

The young reporter who Sandy had first met over a decade ago used to lap up the public’s obsession with her, annoyingly so at times. Back then it felt like there wasn’t a single bit of Rose’s life that the world didn’t know about. It’s not like that now, though.

‘Come on, let’s have a photo of us all, to put up on the office wall. It’s not every day you have a famous TV crew in,’ Alan says as he gets out his phone.

‘I’ll take it,’ says Sandy, who hates being in pictures.

They gather around for the photo and, for the first time in what Alan thinks must be a long time, Dan smiles.

‘Didn’t you always want to work in this kind of field, Dan?’ Alan asks.

‘Erm, I’ve done a bit of pirate radio as a lad, but nowt like this.’

‘I reckon you could learn this, no problem,’ Alan continues.

Sandy tries not to take offence at the assumption that her job is easy.

‘Don’t be daft, man – I wouldn’t have a clue,’ Dan says dismissively.

Alan is desperate to help Dan.

Mental health is a big problem in the construction industry and the stats around it scare Alan. As the safety boss, he’s always trying to think of ways to raise awareness.

He gets a bit of stick from the lads sometimes, like when he got everyone to stick a feather to their hard hats. He was trying to make the point that your helmet is used to protect your head from physical damage, but we shouldn’t forget the importance of our feather-like mental health. To be honest, Alan knew his ‘feather in your cap’ idea was shit when he started it. He just got carried away with the metaphor, plus he’d spent over £100 on getting posters made to put up around the site.

It didn’t stop him trying and he knew the lads appreciated it, even if they never said so.

‘How did you end up in your jobs then?’ Alan asks, wanting to keep Dan’s interest piqued.

As a man who loves any opportunity to talk about himself, Jonesy is first off the blocks to answer. He tells them all about his life in the army, fighting on the front line, his near-death experience when he was shot at by the Taliban, and also the thrilling tale of surviving for a whole month on Digestives, although it is unclear whether this was in the army or not.

Dan, who has been listening intently, gets to the question now on everyone’s mind: ‘But I don’t get how all that got you into becoming a cameraman?’

Jonesy’s face lights up. ‘Right, so for me it was all about taking snaps.’

During his time in the forces, Jonesy had picked up a love of photography. His dad had bought him a digital camera, long before everyone had them on their phones, and he took it with him on all his missions.

He explains to them how he used photography to document his trips with a focus on finding beauty in the chaos and destruction. Never one to miss an opportunity to show people his pictures, Jonesy whips out his phone, which they pass around enthusiastically.

‘So, like I said, I loved photography,’ Jonesy explains. ‘And when I left the military I applied for funding to retrain. They didn’t want me going loopy, so they paid me to do a week’s camera course at a college down south.’

‘A week? Is that all you did?’ Alan is once again shocked by how little preparation goes into a job he’d always thought would take years to master.

‘Ah, yeah, it doesn’t take long. To be honest, I reckon you can pick up the basics on YouTube these days and then it’s just a case of learning on the job. I started filming local football games for the news and went from there.’

‘Which team?’ Dan asks.

‘Wrexham. You know, I think it was me who made the club something worth investing in. When the Hollywood stars heard a top cameraman like me was filming the team, they knew they were on to something good.’

Everyone laughs and again Alan is made up at how much enjoyment Dan is getting from this chat. He is also surprised by how normal these TV folk seem. Not up their arses at all, which is what he thought they would be like.

‘Telly, radio, it’s all the same, you know. I’m sure you could pick it up if you fancied giving it a go, Dan,’ says Jonesy encouragingly.

‘You’re welcome to come back and sit in the truck when we’re live on air so you can see what happens behind the scenes,’ Sandy adds.

But Dan’s face changes, as though he suddenly feels guilty for finding some enjoyment in life.

‘Ah, no, I’m a bit past all that now.’

‘Ah, don’t be daft. Look at me, ex-squaddie with no qualifications. I didn’t think I’d ever make it into something like this. And I’m a granddad. A young, good-looking one, obviously. Plus we’re not splitting the atom here. I’m basically just pointing a bit of glass and plastic at things.’

‘See, Dan, I bet they do apprenticeships or traineeships too,’ enquires Alan hopefully.

‘An apprenticeship? You trying to get rid of me, boss?’

‘Nah, man, don’t be daft, just thinking there’s—’

Dan cuts in to finish Alan’s sentence:

‘There’s life after my lad’s death?’






ROSE

7.20 a.m.

The day before the hijack

‘Rose, I need to tell you about my new sideline,’ says Jonesy as Murphy jumps out the back of the van.

‘Please don’t tell me you’ve been making more gin – that last batch was minging.’

‘No, no, nothing like that. It’s dog photography.’

‘What, you teach dogs how to take photos?’ I joke.

‘No, you idiot. I take nice photos of people’s dogs.’

‘Right, well, whatever floats your boat.’

I have never understood people’s obsession with pets, but then I’ve never really been an animal person, not least because I’m allergic to quite a few of them. I don’t have the heart to tell Jonesy that I have to take antihistamines every time I work with him.

Murphy arrives back by Jonesy’s side covered in brick dust.

A voice booms through my talkback.
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