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About the Book

Andrew Collins has had seventeen precarious jobs in seventeen years: from trolley collector at Sainsbury’s to sipping champagne with Will Smith and Jerry Bruckheimer at Cannes. This is his hilarious story of how he got to rub shoulders with the world’s biggest stars: pissing off Christina Ricci, having his hairstyle mocked by Noel Gallagher, trying not to wake Clive James from his afternoon nap, having his apple pie eaten by Bob Geldof and somehow stumbling on into the next dream job.


A revealing ride through celebrity, Andrew’s memoir charts a world of hedonism, mundanity, towering egos, shallow idiocy and occasional moments of mind-blowing joy.
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I dedicate this book to my mentors


‘I didn’t get where I am today by thinking.’

CJ, The Fall and Rise of Reginald Perrin


PROLOGUE

Jaws Actor Dies

IT’S A NORMAL day. I’m at Redhill station, boarding my usual train into town, calling at East Croydon, Clapham Junction and London Victoria. A trolley service of drinks and light refreshments will be available on this train. This train is formed of eight coaches. I’m afraid I have become one of those people who stands on the same spot on the platform each morning, knowing that if it’s an eight-coach train the second set of doors on the first carriage, my preferred set, will stop riiiiiiight heeeeeere.

Once settled in my usual seat (window, facing backwards), I take out my book about Stalin and try to remember which of his trusted generals are dead and which are still alive. It’s then that I notice a familiar face sitting at a table seat on the other side of the aisle. (I always avoid table seats.) Lurking behind a copy of the Telegraph – the third most visible newspaper on this line after the Mail and The Times – I can confirm with some delight that it’s the actor James Bolam. He is largely obscured by his broadsheet but I catch a glimpse of him as he turns the page. He is peering over little oblong glasses and probably hoping that other passengers will recognise him without actually bothering him.

Me and James Bolam in the same carriage. Fancy that.

It makes you wonder, doesn’t it? It makes me wonder, anyway. What if there was a fatal train crash on this particular line, on this particular day in history? How would it be if the Chichester to Victoria train was derailed just outside East Croydon and everyone in our carriage was killed? First of all, it would go down in history as ‘the East Croydon rail crash’, eventually abbreviated to ‘East Croydon’ just like ‘Potters Bar’ or ‘Ladbroke Grove’. Secondly, it would be remembered as the one in which Likely Lads and Born and Bred star James Bolam was killed, aged sixty-six.

My chances of getting a headline would be pretty slim. And how would they sell it?

‘DJ KILLED IN EAST CROYDON RAIL CRASH’?

‘AUTHOR KILLED IN EAST CROYDON RAIL CRASH’?

‘RADIO TIMES FILM EDITOR KILLED IN EAST CROYDON RAIL CRASH’?

‘DJ-AUTHOR-JOURNALIST KILLED IN—’

Oh, it doesn’t matter.

Richard Dreyfuss, a Hollywood star no doubt admired by James Bolam, has achieved so much in his thirty-five-year screen career, and yet he always says he is haunted by the knowledge that when his final headline comes it will read: ‘JAWS ACTOR DIES’.

Perhaps the Redhill & Reigate Life would mark the passing of a local resident. Maybe I’d merit a footnote in the nationals, the sort I would customarily read and then pontificate over: ‘What about the ordinary people who died? Who cares about some DJ? Is a DJ’s life worth more than a heating engineer’s?’

Bolam’s obituary would be huge and glowing – especially in the Telegraph, one hopes – and who would begrudge him that? Not me.

I find myself distracted from Stalin’s latest purge, instead morbidly calculating comparative posthumous column inches as we pull into East Croydon (our next ‘station stop’ according to the on-train announcement, a weasel tautology that speaks loudly of the mangled age in which we live, or indeed the age in which we die horribly in a grotesque tableau of twisted metal and corporate livery). At which point, Ainsley Harriott gets on.

Though wearing a woolly hat over his trademark bald head, his trademark goggly eyes are unmistakable. It’s him, the TV chef and bloke off the Fairy Liquid adverts. Two points.

Ainsley sits down across the aisle from Bolam, but Bolam keeps his Telegraph guard up, and no eye contact is made between these two unconnected celebrities.

I’m starting to feel quite depressed. My footnote in history is shrinking before my very eyes. Suddenly my carriage is a news editor’s dream: TV chef and sitcom star killed in same crash. What use would a little-known DJ-author-journalist be in those unlikely circumstances?

It reminds me of the punchline to an old Jewish joke that Philip Roth quotes in his coming-of-age novel Portnoy’s Complaint: ‘Help! Help! My son – the doctor – is drowning!’ I’ve always loved the economy of that gag. What, I ask myself, would my own mum shout were I to find myself in aquatic peril – and were she suddenly, inexplicably Jewish: ‘Help! Help! My son – the writer, DJ and Radio Times film editor – is drowning!’

Doesn’t have the same ring, does it? Mum might simplify and cry, ‘My son – the former EastEnders scriptwriter – is drowning!’ (Mention of EastEnders usually gets people’s attention.)

‘Really?’ my potential rescuers would pipe up, roused from a nearby picnic by a mother’s distress. ‘Which characters did he write for?’

Then she’d have to explain – as I have patiently done on so many occasions – that individual scriptwriters are given individual episodes to write, like slices cut from the same never-ending dramatic salami.

‘Did he do any that I might have seen?’

‘The one where Nick Cotton’s son died?’

Meanwhile, I’m dying, slipping under the surf, gasping for my last breath, wishing someone other than my dad, a lifelong non-swimmer, had taught me to swim as a child, waiting for the doof doof doof that comes at the end of EastEnders but never in real life.

Why all this unnecessary worry about posterity and death? I’m not normally like this. I’m generally happy with my lot on the fringes of recognition. But then I’m at a funny age and I’m on the Celebrity Express from Chichester.

If only I’d been a doctor. The mother of a doctor never asks, ‘When are you going to get a proper job?’ If only, in fact, I’d been an insurance man like my non-swimming dad. Something neat and comprehensible. Neat and comprehensive, in fact – third party, fire and theft. Not that folk would be falling over themselves to save an insurance man from drowning – too busy grumbling about their premiums – but at least it’s a job that doesn’t need annotating. A literal job description.

No matter that Dad, now retired, specialised in pensions, or that when I was growing up his work seemed to me an arcane and remote whirl of ‘meetings’ with ‘clients’; he was in insurance. End of discussion.

‘Ah, insurance. What car do you drive? Terrible weather we’ve been having. Did you read about that train crash? James Bolam and Ainsley Harriott!’

When I first entered the world of full-time work aged twenty-two, I too had one job – albeit not exactly a proper one. On submitting that inaugural tax return in 1988, after my first year’s trading, I entered ‘illustrator’ in the box marked profession. Despite the initial whiff of pretension, illustration was still a job, a service, a vocation. It was also obligingly literal: I illustrated; I did illustrations; I drew pictures that looked like the thing they were supposed to be, whether it was a panda or a plane, for money.

Self-employed, as respectably and honestly as any heating engineer, the tools of my trade were pens, ink, magic markers, tracing pads and paint. If I was in cavalier mood, I sometimes used masking fluid, a rubber-based liquid gunk you apply to the page with a brush. When it has solidified you may gaily throw coloured ink all over it and, when that’s dry, gently rub and peel off the masking fluid in satisfying rubbery strands. This creates pure white space, a virginal oasis amid the coloured ink, as if you have painted with pure nothing.

If I was in a similarly cavalier mood when someone asked me at a party what I did for a job, I would say ‘cartoonist’ – because this was my chosen area of expertise. I drew cartoons that looked like the thing they were supposed to be, for money. Mickey Mouse money, you might say, if you were in a cavalier mood. But at least it was a job that could be summed up in one word and, on the surface at least, seemed quite interesting – albeit never as interesting as partygoers hoped.

They say that when you drown your whole life flashes before you. By the time you reach forty, as I did two weeks ago, at least half of that is likely to be your working life. I’m not drowning, I’m on a train rattling through Purley Oaks, it’s merely a hypothetical, but since my first tax return in 1988 I’ve had seventeen jobs. That’s roughly one a year, although it was never that neat. There they go, like the Surrey countryside, flashing past, some of them lasting for months, others a couple of weeks, many of them overlapping, one of them earning me some shares, each one for a fleeting moment my amazing Technicolour dream job, until I realised it wasn’t.

I’ve changed offices; I’ve changed companies; I’ve changed job titles; I’ve had the same job title in three different offices at two different companies and found it to mean completely different things in each one; I’ve applied for jobs I didn’t want because it would ‘look good’ to the people upstairs; I’ve been advised not to apply for jobs I did want by the people upstairs; I’ve considered becoming one of the people upstairs; I’ve resigned from jobs, rescinded my resignation and then resigned again; I’ve been on strike and risked losing my job; I’ve been promoted, I’ve been moved sideways, I’ve been sacked; I’ve interviewed other people for jobs; I’ve hired and I’ve fired; I’ve been on probation; I’ve been warned; I’ve been rejected; I’ve been trained, re-trained and I’ve trained others; I’ve brainstormed; I’ve blue-skied; I’ve hot-desked; I’ve been on ‘away days’, and I’ve won an engraved pen, presented to me by Ian Hislop at an in-house awards ceremony, months before leaving the job I’d won it for and the company who’d awarded it to me. Can I just quietly drown now, please? I’m getting tired just thinking about it.

I’m forty years old. I sat on this very train on my fortieth birthday in this very seat, facing – aptly enough – backwards. It snowed that day, just as it did on the day I was born. Between those two significant snowfalls, I think it’s fair to say I’ve worked my arse off trying to decide how best to work my arse off.

This does not make me special. Most people work their arses off, often at the same job, thereby getting better at it and even becoming experts in their field. Heating engineers work their arses off, with mended radiators to show for it each day. James Bolam works his arse off and he’s sixty-seven in June with no retirement in sight. Many people switch jobs, even careers, and some of them win engraved pens. Like it or not, work defines us. It defines us if we don’t do it. My ongoing search for a definitive job defines me.

At school we’re asked what we want to do when we grow up, but the joke is that when we do grow up, we still don’t know what it is we want to do. Even my brother Simon, aged thirty-eight, who’d wanted to join the army as soon as he’d removed his first Action Man uniform from the backing card, and did so at the age of sixteen, eventually left the job of his dreams. True, he left the army to join the prison service, and then the prison service to join the police, thus revealing himself to be addicted to hats, but he switched jobs when not switching jobs would have been the easy option.

So work, and an imagined search for stability within the world of work, has defined me since 1988 – since 1981 if you count my first Saturday job at Sainsbury’s, and I intend to – yet it has constantly failed to define me in any useful way. I certainly could have made the past seventeen years easier by sticking to one job, but that appears not to be in my blood. Maybe in my forties a change will come. Would that not be an apt time to settle into a single furrow? Some people are driven by material gain, or status, or financial security, or the need to belong. Am I really only driven by indecision? I’m not sure (obviously).

Work has certainly paid my rent. It has introduced me to my friends and my wife, made me ill, dressed me in a suit and cut my hair, made my parents proud and got me on the telly. And if I’ve learned one thing over those seventeen years it’s this: don’t personalise your desk. Don’t arrange a Gonk or family photographs, put a sticker on your PC, save anything personal on your desktop or stash anything important in the lockable drawer. It may be your desk today but it won’t be your desk tomorrow.

I’ve never been anything respectable or honest like a docker, nor a miner, nor a railwayman. I can’t mend radiators. And today I’m a forty-year-old DJ, author and film editor of the Radio Times, wondering if essential engineering works at Thornton Heath will slow the trains down and make a fatal crash less fatal, thus postponing the unlikely death of a Likely Lad and a TV chef.

I don’t intend to die today, or for another forty years. But one question hangs over me at this momentous railway junction in my life, and it was put to me at Christmas by Harry, the nine-year-old son of my brother-in-law’s sister. Having seen me on a clips show on television the night before, he fixed me with his unselfconscious, exploring child’s eyes at the buffet table and asked:

‘What are you?’

Not who am I, but what am I.

It’s the best question anyone has ever asked me and I didn’t have an answer. But I’d like to find one.


1

Stacking Mandarin Segments for John Sainsbury

I HOPE ALL job interviews go like this:

‘So, you’re Janice Cave’s nephew, are you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Welcome to Sainsbury’s.’

It’s May 1981. Hello. I’m sixteen and it’s the summer term: my last as a fifth-former. Hooray. Spotty chin (cheers, Biactol). ‘Heavy fringe’ (that’s what Carol who cuts it says). Blue plasticky-looking shoes (which I love). Virgin (most kids in my year still are, except maybe Neil). I’m into girls, Rubik’s Cubes and The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, and I’m too small to get into Kentucky Fried Movie at the ABC, about which I am vaguely bugged, in the same way that I am vaguely excited about malt loaf, finishing my CSEs and O-levels, and the new Simple Minds twelve-inch. (It’s called ‘The American’.)

So a schoolboy, yes, but don’t be fooled by my appearance. I am growing up fast. After all, I have a job. My first job. Friday nights and all day Saturday at Sainsbury’s in town. Hooray.

It all started with a small ad in the paper in February, when I was still only fifteen. I stuck it in my diary: ‘PREMIER drum kit. Six months old. £225 ono. Telephone Northampton 58438942 after 6pm.’

It was in a block of flats down Jimmy’s End. Dad knocked the weary old mum down to a ‘nearest offer’ of £200. We loaded it into the back of the Cavalier, piece by piece. I had a drum kit. Ace!

Spanking white Premier job – 22-inch bass, snare, hi-hat, two toms (one mounted, one floor) and two cymbals (one ride, one splash). Mum and Dad occasionally let me set it up in the extension downstairs as long as I don’t hit it too hard. But there’s a catch. I’ve had to promise to pay them the £200 back. For the first time in my life I owe money. Grown-up or what?

Auntie Janice has worked at Sainsbury’s for about twelve years, she’s something of a fixture round here. I’m in. I hope it doesn’t interfere with my exams.

Here’s my plan. Pass my CSEs and O-levels. Go to the sixth form. Pass my A-levels. Go to college. I don’t really know which one, or where, or what I’ll do at this place called a college, but it’s a plan. Then I’ll get a job. I’d like to be a drummer or an artist or Gene Hackman’s assistant, but I don’t know if I’ll be allowed to. I might work at Sainsbury’s.

You get £1.17 an hour, which is a load when you add it up. That’s over £14 a week and it comes in an actual wage packet, in cash. The payroll lady gives them out each Saturday lunchtime. I give some of it to Mum and Dad, which goes towards the drum kit. The rest I can spend on luxuries, like the new Clive James book or the new Cure album Faith. It’s got a song on it called ‘Doubt’. I’m doing a module called ‘Poems of Faith and Doubt’ for O-level English.

Funny how it sums up the way I feel. Grey and gloomy. It feels like the elephant that gradually presses down on my chest as the school week moves towards the dreaded Friday.

All roads lead to the Grosvenor Centre; more specifically to the dark, grimy underbelly of Northampton’s modern shopping arcade: the service entrance.

I’ve seen parts of Sainsbury’s that the public doesn’t see. I’m getting the behind-the-scenes induction tour with fat, jolly store instructor Mrs Ewins. Total old Northampton. She sits me down in front of the Sainsbury’s instructional films on a big telly and lets me try out my box-opening utensils and price-label gun under her supervision. She even fetches me a cuppa from the canteen.

There is tons to learn. For a start, ‘grocery’ doesn’t mean apples and potatoes and cabbages – that’s ‘produce’; it means everything else you can buy in Sainsbury’s, like tinned peas and washing powder and jam. Shelves don’t magically stack themselves. Tins don’t magically appear in cardboard display palettes with the Heinz label facing front. Nor do they come with sticky price tags already on them. This is your job.

I’m learning a skill. It’s better than learning about Chaucer and canals and the cross-section of a testicle.

The rule of Sainsbury’s is this: a tidy display is good, an untidy one is bad. Customers like tidy displays; it makes it easier for them to see things on the shelves and buy them. If a customer can’t see something on the shelves to buy it, your job is to find it for them. And fetch it. And be polite to them. This comes handed down from John Sainsbury himself, who is not called John Sainsbury’s, so don’t call him it.

My uniform is a grey overall, the colour of Faith, which is all right, but it’s too big, even with the sleeves turned up. It makes me look small. Maybe that’s the idea. Mind you, my plastic, pin-on orange name-tag is cool: A. Collins.

Mrs Ewins, who speaks in proverbs (‘I can resist anything but temptation!’), says I will get a snug-fit overall when the new uniforms are introduced in two weeks’ time.

My job here is to be on ‘grocery’ (in other words, not on fruit and veg – special workers do that). I am a shelf-stacker and a Saturday boy. A. Collins.

And this is what being a shelf-stacker entails:

Put your civilian clothes into a locker. Change into your grey overall. Pin on your name badge. Find your name on the rota and see what duty you’re down for (‘grocery’ – there’s also ‘checkout’ but mostly girls get that). Then you take the big, metal staff-only lift with the pull-open gate down to the warehouse where you report for duty. Here, you learn Sainsbury’s backroom hierarchy.

Boys who look like they shave have probably been here longer than you: they know stuff and command instant respect.

Men are probably supervisors and they are your senior. They are to be respected and obeyed. They get pissed on Friday nights and talk about it the next day.

Old men are senior again; they swear like mad and smoke roll-up fags.

And if you see anyone in a dark-blue pinstriped suit, look busy.

I’ve eased into Sainsbury’s life. As long as you remember that you’re the bottom of the food chain, you’ll get on fine. If your label gun is sticking, ask a shaver, and if you can’t find one, ask a lady – they take pity on schoolboys.

After my first full day at work, which seemed to last a hundred hours, Dad asked me all about it in the car. In a man-to-man way, he said, ‘Are there any decent birds there?’ (This question keeps repeating in my head as I do my repetitive work.) I had no answer. Are there? I haven’t once thought to gaze upon the girls working here in that way. Not in my baggy overall and with a constant film of sweat across my brow. They’re not going to fancy me, so there’s no point fancying them.

I just get on with my job and keep an eye on the clock for tea breaks and lunch hour. It’s a bit like putting the cups and plates away after washing up in the kitchen, except it takes all day and you’re constantly interrupted by old ladies asking where the jam is.

It’s as well to establish early on where the jam is.

A couple of Saturdays in, and I am officially a worker. An employee with my own number (RM46635) and my own pay scale (grade 1). I work in retail, that’s the word for it. Harder than working in an office like Dad, I bet. And it’s actually quite varied – one minute you’re stacking Whiskas, the next, Mah Ling mandarin segments, or even tin foil.

During tea breaks I sit on my own in the canteen sort of wishing I smoked because everybody else does. At lunchtime I eat on my own in the canteen, then cover up my stupid white shirt with my baseball jacket and venture out into the centre to buy something like Smash Hits or New Sounds, New Styles. Then I’ll go back and sit in the communal smoking bit to read it. Then it’s overall on and back to wheeling and stacking and replenishing and stacking and pricing and stacking. It reminds me a bit of Sisyphus and his rock.

I am earning every penny of that £14, I’m telling you. Sainsbury’s is a parallel universe to school. I haven’t really made any friends here. I say hello and nod to some of the other Saturday boys, but that’s it.

We all bond when the new, brown uniforms arrive. The women look good in theirs but the men and boys have been made to suffer.

Previously allowed to wear our own dark trousers under the grey overall, now we have standard-issue brown flares. Big, wide, uncool, flapping flares, about which I am vaguely bugged. Even in Northampton flares are only worn by dads and hippies. Some of the London dandies in New Sounds, New Styles are wearing jodhpurs! At the very least, pegs. Flares tell the world you are dead from the waist down: a relic, a dinosaur, a square, a policeman, a tramp, a nutter, an outcast, someone who owns Brain Salad Surgery. The real horror is the clip-on tie. A fake, ready-knotted tie, a bit like the one on elastic I wore as a toddler, the idea being that you’re forced to fasten your top shirt button for it to clip on properly. We can wear our own shoes, as long as they’re brown.

We look like shit. Are we shit?

*

I am the master of my domain. I know where the jam is. I know how to unstick a label gun. I’ve worked out how to hide. You go down the toiletries aisle, which is dead quiet, and make it your business to sort out the toothbrush display, which is always a mess, as each individual toothbrush has to be placed in a slotted stand, and customers rifle through them, searching for the ideal combination of colour and bristle type and leaving the stand looking like a bomb has hit it.

No decent bird action as yet, but I have seen a couple of new boys start work, which automatically nudges me up the chain. One has New Romantic hair like me.

Bad news today, though. I consult the rota sheet. Instead of ‘grocery’, they have put me down for ‘service’.

‘What’s that?’ I ask one of the Jack-the-lads.

‘Trolleys,’ he says, adding, ‘Top dog!’

It means collecting up the shopping trolleys and delivering them back to the front of the store. It means … being outside.

Dressed like a cross-section of a testicle in flares and clip-on tie, I am about to be shoved, blinking, into the outside world: the concourse, the centre, the bus station, the walkways, the subways, the car parks, the open air.

Somebody might see me.

The lion’s share of the top dog job is spent in the multi-storey, purpose-built to serve the Grosvenor and situated above it. You work in pairs, which is a plus, although you have to split up to cover more ground. There are designated trolley parks on each floor of the car park but not every customer bothers to use them, leaving the trolleys in the middle of a parking bay or just up against a wall. Lazy twats.

You get used to the rattle of wheel on concrete as you gather up the strays, slot them into each other from behind and drive them home to the ‘front of store’ using the force of your body. High point is servicing the top floor, for obvious reasons – daylight and air; low point is having to fill one of the two lifts with trolleys, because members of the public who’ve called the lift tut at you and give you dirty looks because you’re in it, filling it up.

‘Sorry! Service lift!’

The people hate you for it. Your name (A. Collins) is, like your uniform, mud.

I hate being out here in my uniform, with my John Keeble fringe all greasy from always pushing my dirty hands through it. What if I see a nice girl from school? I feel so exposed, especially when I have to venture out to the further-away car parks, the Mayor Hold, and the bombsite, in my wide trousers. And we have to trawl every inch of the bombsite. Two Saturdays ago Mr Engels called the trolley boys into his office and gave us a stern warning. A tall, dark ogre with a heavy brow, sunken eyes and a moustache that overhangs his top lip, he bollocked us for not rounding up every single trolley the week before, and ordered us to search more thoroughly from now on – no dark alley is to be left uninvestigated. This wasn’t an official warning, just a shot across our bows, but it did the trick.

Engels went straight in at number two in that week’s Wanker Charts in my diary, above the barmaid at the Sturtridge Pavilion who refused to serve me at a sixth-form induction party.

There is tension in the air. I’m picking my way through the bus station, head down. As we speak, they’re still putting out fires in Toxteth (which is in Liverpool). Copycat riots have broken out in London, Reading, Hull, Preston, Chester and – nearer to us still – Luton, Wolverhampton and Birmingham.

A rumour has been spread around town that Northampton is going off, too. Today! Saturday, 11 July 1981. The big day.

It’s been appreciably quiet. People seem to have stayed away from the town centre. This town – aaaah-ah! – is coming like a ghost town. Sorties into the bus station are eerie, as if perhaps at any moment violence might break out. But I have a plan and it might just work.

If civil unrest flares up while I’m out here I’m going to climb inside one of my trolleys for protection and curl up into a brown ball. If it kicks off, I’m convinced I’ll be free from harm inside my cage.

Freeze. What’s that noise? Coming from the escalators? It’s the unmistakable murmur of lads. I clutch the bar of my trolley as a small gang of kids – and they are kids – starts to charge through the bus station towards the main concourse. There must be about seven or eight of them. They’re making a lot of noise, shouting in their deepest voices. But it’s not a riot.

Their disobedience fizzles out before they reach C&A, and I remain on the outside of my trolley.

The weeks pass and the old grey Cure blanket of work-doom that used to block out the light lifts now that I’m off the shop floor. I almost look forward to trolley duty and being outside. My own man. Last week, after another gruff warning from Mr Engels at 8.20 a.m. during which he controversially advised us to forgo our tea breaks for more efficient turnover, he actually had us back in his office at the end of the day to shower us with praise for bringing them all back in on time: ‘Well done, lads. Excellent job.’

It made me feel good. Most of your work at Sainsbury’s goes unnoticed. You’re only picked off from the herd if you’ve done something wrong like stack a new tray of tinned soup on top of one with a can missing, thus creating an untidy display.

I found an extra 50p in my wage packet today (don’t know why – staying late for stocktaking perhaps?) and treated myself to a can of Britvic 55 with my lunch. Cheers! It’s all right here. I am apparently capable of doing ‘an excellent job’. I’m king of the bus station, and my drum kit is gradually being paid for – in sweat.

The party’s over. Mrs Ewins is back, and she’s turned my life upside-down again. Cashier training. Checkout!

I should be flattered. Selected for advancement. Moving up the ladder. And it’s mostly girls who do tills. There’s no extra Britvic money, but it is seen as a more responsible duty. I’m not sure I want responsibility. I’m only sixteen. I’m still at school.

The mechanics of the till are easy enough (giant calculator!) and it’s nice to sit down, but the mental pressure is pain. Grocery and produce now come at you all at once:

Peaches, washing-up liquid, eggs, yoghurt (put those in a separate bag), toilet rolls, biscuits, nail brush, wine (have to call a supervisor to ring that up as I’m not eighteen, don’t rub it in), peas, marmalade, Mah Ling mandarin segments (aaah!), Special K, honeydew melon … a carnival of different products to be processed and pushed down the chute, blurring into one long, multi-coloured retail smear until you mis-punch a price and have to call up a ‘void’ (vaguely bugged by that word), which again involves ringing your bell for a supervisor, the equivalent of admitting defeat and calling for your mum.

I’ve got a headache. I never get headaches at home or at school, even during Chaucer revision or canals.

I may only work Fridays and Saturdays but the elephant starts to sit on my chest from around Wednesday afternoon – unless there’s a party on Thursday night at the Willow Tree, and a couple of illegal Pernod and oranges to take my mind off the looming twelve hours of retail misery.

The problem is compounded by the fact that I am now a sixth-former. I’ve started my A-levels: English, Biology and Art. Microscopes, dissection, mitochondria, T.S. Eliot, Hard Times … never mind that we’re grown-up enough to have Study Periods – you’re supposed to study in them. I’ve got a headache. Void.

Last night, it happened. Someone from school came through the till. Paul Bush. I went red. First time I’ve been seen in my uniform by someone from outside. He went red, too. After all, he was the one out shopping with his mum on a Friday night!

*

I broach the unthinkable with Mum and Dad at breakfast and they’re really cool about it. I’m packing in my job. I write my letter to the store manager Mr Ormes, who I don’t think I’ve seen since my interview (‘Welcome to Sainsbury’s’). I tell him, with my hand on my heart, that work is impairing my ability to study for A-levels.

No more £14.04 a week, no more top dog, but in exchange for my overall and flares, I’ve got my life back. I’ve already volunteered to do the posters and the programmes for the sixth-form pantomime.

Cheers, John Sainsbury, whoever you are, for teaching me responsibility, respect and how to open a cardboard box of cat food with a special tool. It’s nearly the end of 1981, I’ll be seventeen next year, and I know the price of everything.

I can sum up the awkward transition from boy to bigger boy in one Sainsbury’s incident. It was when the first new Saturday kid started. We met out by the jams. Though I was only a few weeks into the job, to him on his first day I must have seemed a wise old sage, maybe even a shaver. It was a good feeling.

We introduced ourselves, and he offered me his right hand in a manly but unexpected fashion. Though I understood the ritual, I’d never shaken another boy’s hand before and in the heat of the moment I offered him my left hand. I don’t know what came over me – I’d seen it done enough times on telly. The pair of us were left in that instance with no escape option. We momentarily just held hands, right there, in the middle of Sainsbury’s. And then let go.

If that ever happens again, I’ll be ready. Because I’ve now been to work.
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Cursing Porkbeast

OW! FUCKING PORKBEAST with his stupid name. I’ve just taken the top off my finger with a scalpel blade. Straight through. Like cheese. There’s blood on the layout. With almost tortured symbolism, I am bleeding for the NME.

There was no mention of this in the job interview: ‘Are you prepared to spill blood for the NME?’ I would have said yes, without hesitation, though not expecting actually to have to prove it.

It’s 1988 and heady being back at work after such a long interval. Seven years have passed since packing in Sainsbury’s, during which time I got myself further-educated: two A-levels out of three, and one Bachelor of Arts – not that anybody here asked to see my certificates. This is rock’n’roll.

The interview was held in what I presumed to be a storeroom, with back issues of my beloved music weekly stacked all around us. James Brown, features editor, asked the questions; I felt like a band being interviewed for the paper.

‘What was the last LP you bought?’

I found myself perched upon the knife’s edge of credibility with this innocuous enquiry, selecting Surfer Rosa by the Pixies over the more truthful Raintown by Deacon Blue. It was risky – James would have known that the Pixies came out three months ago. Perhaps he’d think I hadn’t bought an LP since March.

Quickly, I threw in the Full Metal Jacket soundtrack. Vietnam scores points at the NME.

‘Who are your favourite bands?’

The Fall – obviously! – The Jesus and Mary Chain, Cocteau Twins … I also boldly confessed to a liking for the great toons of George Gershwin. (It’s a Woody Allen thing.)

James raised his eyebrows ambiguously. Good? Bad? Had I blown it?

‘How often do you go to gigs?’

I swallowed hard and considered massaging the figures, but instead recklessly gave him the truth: about once a month.

‘Good. We want someone who’s mature.’

James Brown is twenty-two. A year younger than me.

That was four eventful weeks ago. I didn’t even know what job I was being interviewed for. Certainly not for this job: design assistant. Assistant to the art editor. Boy with a scalpel in the art room. Boy sizing up a photograph of Crazyhead, the much-fancied Leicester Grebo band. A new job always shrinks you back to boyhood. It did in 1981, aged sixteen, just as I was starting to feel grown up; it did every time I walked into the office of a new client as a postgraduate freelance illustrator, and it has at the NME. But you’d better believe it, this is my calling.

For the uninitiated – and there’ll be a test at the end – ‘sizing up’ involves reducing a pic on the photocopier until it aligns perfectly to the width of one, two, three, four or five columns on the five-column grid, then cutting it out (careful!) and spray-mounting it onto the layout sheet with carcinogenic aerosol glue. Does that sound mundane? Does that sound boring? Does that sound workaday? It bloody isn’t any of those things. Not when it’s a page of the NME. Not when it’s a page feature about Crazyhead and their fat, beardy-faced bassist Porkbeast on a rollercoaster. (Sometimes you have to take a band to a funfair to make the feature more interesting and visually arresting – I understand this now, from the inside.) Not when it’s sprayed with the blood of a boy from Northampton who can’t believe his luck.

*

I feel a bit dizzy actually. Darting lights in my peripheral vision. Justin takes charge. He’s a man. He’s about twenty-eight. He’s the art editor. He calmly advises me to go and run it under a cold tap in the bogs while he fetches the first-aid box.

Off I trot, past Karen, the editor’s mod-skirted secretary, who makes sympathetic noises. My finger’s wrapped in hard, blue paper towel, darkening through multiple layers.

The top of my left forefinger is gone, but I am still here, fourth week in the job, Thursdays and Fridays only, although there is tantalising talk of Wednesday. I have to tell you, I’m head over heels with my new job: being a part of this messy, LP-envelope-filled, beautifully chaotic office in Central London, putting together the very newspaper I have worshipped since the summer of 1979 when I was fourteen and started having it delivered every Thursday.

I remember the first issue I ever looked through. Paul Bush came round during the summer holidays and we wandered up to the newsagent in Weston Favell village. I looked in vain for the new Mad magazine and he bought the latest NME.

I’d never really looked inside one before – it seemed too grown-up and severe for my tastes (I had only just discovered Smash Hits). You’ll be ahead of me here, but it was an epiphany. I was instantly besotted. All that densely packed information and slangy invective in inky black-and-white about all the punk and post-punk bands that now had their hooks in my fourteen-year-old soul. I think it was the vast acreage of adverts at the back that truly snared me – the ‘Sid Lives’ T-shirts and the endless mail-order singles from exotic places like Rough Trade and Adrian’s. I used to pore over these like other boys did the football league tables. I knew which side my cultural bread was buttered.

And, not to labour the point, but here I am. Hanging on to the sink in underwhelming workplace toilets, mainlining Kimberly-Clark paper towels, having performed live surgery on my left forefinger in the name of Grebo. The bleeding’s slowing down. No it isn’t. I’m having an out-of-body experience – as if this is somebody else’s finger I’m tending to. I don’t wish to make a fuss.

Back in the art room, Justin hands me a number of plasters. I half-expect him to unpeel one and put it on my finger for me, then perhaps kiss it better. No! I’m twenty-three. I live in a flat by myself and everything. The first plaster does the trick of masking the sight of my dissected digit, but the blood soaks immediately through and a second is applied. The third plaster just about wraps it up, for now. Ever since I first stepped over its hallowed threshold a month ago, the NME has stopped being a moon of Jupiter from which arcane intelligence about That Petrol Emotion, Jim Foetus and the Cookie Crew is beamed down to earth once a week. Instead, it has turned into an address in Holborn: bricks and mortar, with fire regulations and lockable cupboards and window latches and first aid.

Into the art room bursts Steven Wells, legendary NME writer and former ranting poet. Swells, as they all call him, is one of my journalistic heroes. He was, up until a month ago, a spectral, unknowable force; a byline on a page. Now he is the red-faced bloke in stained tracksuit bottoms. I remain in awe of him and find myself tongue-tied in his presence.

‘Eh-up!’ he shouts. ‘Have you laid out Crazyhead?’

Swells wrote the Crazyhead piece. I’ve quickly learned that writers are only interested in the design of a page if they’ve written the piece, because they want to see how much of their copy has made the cut. As such, a writer always thinks the pictures are too big, while a designer always thinks the copy is too long.

‘Andrew’s doing it,’ replies Justin, balefully. (He says everything balefully – I think it must be quite depressing being twenty-eight. He also DJs, which means late nights. He’s not cut out for the nine-to-five.)

‘I just sliced off my finger doing it,’ I inject, waving my plasters in the air.

‘That’s brilliant!’ Swells yells, not about my layout, but the fact that I’ve harmed myself. I can’t think of anything funny to say back.

‘Is this yours?’ he carries on, plucking my Age of Chance baseball cap from the desk. It is. I’m rather proud of it, as a purchase, because I’m still at the stage where I need to summon extra hip-hop chutzpah to wear one in public, and I deliberated for ages at the Town & Country before even approaching the merchandise stall. Typically for the band, it’s a great design: the ‘A’ and the ‘C’ are separated by a star, which stands for and replaces the ‘of’. My initials.

Swells puts the cap on his shaven head. It suits him better than it suits me, as indeed does being in the NME office in the first instance. It’s as if he owns the place, yet he’s only a freelancer. He doesn’t have a desk or anything.

‘What’s it stand for?’

‘Age of Chance.’

‘Oh, I thought it stood for A Cunt.’

I walked into that. Cackling to expose his missing tooth, Swells takes the cap off by the brim and Frisbees it back at me. I still can’t think of anything funny to say so I just snort my self-effacing amusement and busy myself re-sizing the pic of Porkbeast. Fucking Porkbeast. I love Porkbeast and I love Swells and I love Justin and I love James and I love Karen and I love this darkening plaster because it’s an NME plaster and I don’t even mind being A Cunt because I love this job.

It’s August. Justin is on holiday and I’ve been left in charge of the shop. Two whole issues of the paper under my design jurisdiction. I’ve only been here since the middle of June and now I’m laying out the entire paper, unassisted. This means something really heavy: it means that Justin trusts me. I must therefore make it my job to abuse that trust and muck about with all the logos while he’s on a Greek island.

I know he thinks of me as a ‘lackey’, as that’s the very word he used to describe himself when he was design assistant to the previous art editor. But lackeys have their day, as long as they’re patient. Justin is living proof. And I intend to follow his example.

It’s bloody hard work laying out this many pages by yourself. The in-tray piles up. Yesterday I missed lunch. Not having a watch, I phoned the speaking clock and it was four o’clock! Too late to go out, I worked right through until 6.30 p.m. This is, after all, my big break; a chance to prove myself to Alan Lewis, the editor – for it is he who controls my destiny, not Justin. Alan is Justin’s boss as much as he is mine, and it was Alan who gave me the job, not James. You have to understand the hierarchy when you work in an office. It’s all fun and games and arguing over the office stereo until something goes wrong, then the pecking order becomes apparent.

In my first week, still very much on probation, I designed a new logo for the NME crossword. Justin didn’t like it, said it was ‘too sublime’, whatever that meant. Then Alan happened to see it as he passed through the art room. After a moment’s beard-rubbing rumination he uttered the magic words: ‘Let’s run it.’ He had overruled Justin, which pissed Justin off. I had to keep my head down for a few days to compensate for upsetting the hierarchical applecart. I didn’t mean to. I’m just keen. I’m from Northampton. I sort of shouldn’t be here. I own Raintown by Deacon Blue.

Previous art editor Joe Ewart left under something of a cloud, I’m discovering. There was a kind of Stalinist purge (I learned the word Stalinist from reading the NME), which saw off the previous editor and a whole chunk of the senior staff, including one of my favourite writers, Stuart Cosgrove, whom I shall now never meet. It was the end of an orgy of aesthetic and ideological self-indulgence that had caused the circulation to plummet to an all-time low. They parachuted Alan in from Sounds to pull the NME back from the brink. He’s a no-nonsense, no-airs, no-graces sort of editor, with his beard and his shirtsleeves. Although he meddles in the art room and has no artistic sensibilities, I like him. Mainly because he likes me and I don’t think he likes Justin. He certainly didn’t like Justin’s Psychedelic Furs cover – a blow-up of their singer’s face lit only by a psychedelic slide projector. Well, it looked psychedelic when we examined the contact strips on the light box and it looked psychedelic on the chromalin, the shiny, full-colour proof of the page they send back for checking. But reproduced on Izal toilet paper, like the rest of the NME, it looked at best psychosomatic.

‘You can’t tell what it is,’ Alan complained, when the new issues arrived from the printers that Tuesday, tied up with string just like in the movies. ‘Nobody’s going to buy that.’

He’s quite ruddy anyway, but he had reddened further at the obscure sight of the Psychedelic Furs singer. He seemed genuinely cross, unless it was genuine fear. If an issue doesn’t sell, and Alan isn’t seen to be reversing the NME’s circulation tailspin, his head may roll. These are the harsh realities of retail that I first experienced at Sainsbury’s, although in fairness, as a Saturday boy I was far away from the decisions that affected profit and loss. Here, they happen right in front of me. As acting art editor I can actually affect them. My first cover will be a really clear photo of Nick Cave. Let’s hope, as I often hear Alan and Danny Kelly say, it will ‘fly off the shelves’.

I must go to lunch today though. Justin always goes for lunch. When I first started working here I went with him, trailing him around Soho like a puppy, not knowing what to order in Italian cafés and in awe as he bought authentic salami over the counter in a deli that came wrapped in paper (I’d never even been in a deli) or squeezed avocados at Berwick Street market. He’s Professor Higgins to my Eliza Doolittle, although he’s making me into a cockney. Once, at a tiny café alive with the sound of hissing, steaming machinery, he bumped into Neville Brody. Neville Brody! I have no idea how he knew this design god, but he did. And he introduced me to him. Believe it: I have met the bloke who designed The Face.

Perhaps one day Justin will balefully leave the NME and become a full-time DJ, and then I can apply for his job. Imagine me as the art editor of the NME. I could take my own lackey out to Soho and manhandle some exotic fruits in front of him.

‘The music certainly improves in here when you’re in charge!’ chirps Danny, the deputy editor with the big glasses. (I am playing the House of Love on the cassette player.) I know it’s not a popularity contest, but Danny and I have more in common than he and Justin. For one thing, we both love the NME. Justin just works here. He never comes out to the Falkland Arms after work. I do. I can’t get enough of the people who work here. Just to move among them and breathe in their air makes me more confident.

Danny’s a big bloke, gregarious and funny, older than me, and he uses up a lot of available air. Put it this way: you know when Danny’s in the room. He becomes the room. You could sit and listen to his stories all day. He worked for British Rail before this. That’s a proper job.

While Justin is away I am expected in the office four days a week – that’s tantamount to a proper job. I have realised I love working in an office. I love the cut and thrust, the camaraderie, the politics, the rank-pulling, the banter, the piss-taking, the in-jokes, the community spirit and the pub. I love all that.

James is the one who called me up on the strength of my fanzine and got me in here. James was my point of contact on that first day, my passport to enter Commonwealth House and travel up in the lift to the fourth floor, as instructed. Staff writer Paolo Hewitt, whom I recognised from a picture byline in the paper, asked me who I was looking for.

‘James Brown,’ I replied.

‘He’s the little runt that sits there,’ he replied, pointing at an empty desk piled high with press releases, fanzines and half-opened mail. Silently relishing my first taste of inter-office tension, I perched on the edge of the desk and waited.

Danny came past, again looking just like his picture byline, and also asked me who I was waiting for.

I said, ‘James Brown.’

‘Do you know what he looks like?’ he asked. And before I could answer, he produced a life-size cardboard cut-out of James Brown the Godfather of Soul. I walked into that.

It was the other James Brown who introduced me to Justin and Alan, and tipped me off about the design assistant’s vacancy.

I used to dream about being an NME writer, but that was an insane fantasy, and now I’m an NME designer, which is just as good, if not better, as I get to hang around the office all week, the master of my own domain. At Sainsbury’s I was weekend shift, and I used to look up to those who worked full-time; I envied their easy manner, their nonchalance, the way their uniforms seemed to fit properly. Here, I’m the one who’s full-time. I have a claim. The freelance writers – John Tague, Stuart Maconie, Stuart Bailie, Barry Egan, Jack Barron, Barbara Ellen, Ben Thompson – they’re the casual labour who pop in and loiter and sometimes venture into the art room to be shown how to use the photocopier (they never know how to use the photocopier), stopping to have a subtle nose at the layout of their feature. And then they must leave, while we get on with the actual running of the place. I like that. I may be tongue-tied and awestruck and crippled by hero worship, but I have my own desk.

‘Yeah, it looks great,’ says Gavin, the media editor, handing back the new two-tone film section logo I have designed for him. He’s got a desk – the media desk – and I’ve had to venture out into the main office to present the work to him, standing there like a lemon while he finishes an important phonecall, but he is gracious enough to hurry the person off the phone and is appreciative of my work.

‘Right, we’ll run it this week then,’ I say, already turning to walk away, having invaded his editorial space for quite long enough with my lowly designer’s query. I wouldn’t feel quite so self-conscious crossing the office in my art-school dungarees if Swells hadn’t so mercilessly mocked them earlier today. Gavin is kind enough to ignore them. I make it back to the art room without arousing any further comment. Back here, I am king, and Gavin’s signed off my logo. Time to get back to work again. Once I’ve phoned the speaking clock.

Well, Justin’s none too pleased. Bronzed and seemingly even more placid than before he went, he’s none the less systematically going through the new issue with headmasterly severity: my second as acting art editor, this one with the Proclaimers on the cover.

‘Cover looks OK,’ he concedes, flicking on past news, which the news desk throw together. ‘Not sure about “Thrills”.’

‘Thrills’ is the double-page section between news and features for smaller pieces and amusing oddities, overseen by a different freelancer every week – this week John Tague, a writer with a big chin and quiet demeanour whom I never quite cracked, but nevertheless waved through my wacky, hand-drawn new logo.

‘I think we’ll stick with the old one,’ announces Justin.

Why not just stick a scalpel through my heart, you miserable old square.

‘This My Bloody Valentine picture has a lot of white space around it. Did you mark it up properly?’

Now he’s nitpicking. Of course I marked it up properly. If I’d made it any bigger, the subs would’ve had to cut five hundred words out of the piece and Ben, who wrote it, would have been crestfallen. But Justin cares not for the lavender sensibilities of the writer, only for the purity of page design. And yes, there is too much white space around the picture, but I quite like the way it’s floating. It’s very My Bloody Valentine. Not that Justin is big on My Bloody Valentine. He prefers the Brand New Heavies.

‘I don’t like the Singles logo at all.’

And so it goes. We’re changing all my logos back next week, when I will be design assistant once again. Lackey.

Had a dream last night in which I was shot. It was as vivid as anything. I was standing next to Mrs Thatcher, believe it or not. This sniper called out from the top of a high building, something about one of her policies, then shot her. She fell to the ground, presumably dead. He fired again, this time clipping me in the shoulder. It wasn’t fatal, but the possibility was there: I faced death in the split-second that the sniper’s gun went off. I staggered to the hospital, unassisted, and along the way I developed a tight, almost bloodless stab wound in my chest – where did that come from? I recall negotiating the barrier at a Tube station, but then I woke up.

Tonight I find myself in the Falkland Arms with perhaps the most illustrious NME roll call imaginable: James, Danny, news editor Terry Staunton, Jack Barron, live editor Helen Mead, Barbara Ellen, Mark Sinker (highbrow writer of the old school; mostly covers world music with Jonathan Romney) and legendary photographer Kevin Cummins. Bit unfair of me to drop my old college pal Rob into a works do, but he’s gregarious enough to cope, and they don’t bite. James and Kevin have been exceptionally welcoming to this extra stranger in their midst, albeit extracting great merriment from the fact that he looks like Mick Hucknall with his curly red hair. Rob can handle it.

I’m pissed, there’s no better way of putting it. Well, it is Friday night. Justin’s not with us, but then when is he? You have to admire the way he clocks off and gets the hell out of Holborn. I warmed to him today. I like to think he warmed to me, too, now that I’ve stopped trying to topple him in a bloodless coup with my sublime logos. (I’ve stuck to boring layouts since he came back; toeing the line, keeping my head down, knowing my place.) I accompanied him to the New Era café, like the old days when I needed my hand holding, and he revealed that he’s having a mid-life crisis. He’s the first person I’ve ever met who’s having one. And guess what? He’s not twenty-eight at all. He’s twenty-nine! He turns thirty in four months’ time. And it turns out he’s got a five-month-old son from a previous relationship. No wonder he’s so serious and far away. What a sack of responsibility he’s carrying round with him the whole time. I’m flattered that he confided in me and it brought us closer together. His life does not begin and end at the NME.

Private lives very rarely intrude here. It turns out from dropped hints that Danny has a girlfriend. So does James. You never hear about them round the pub table. You certainly never see them. It’s all office talk and music and piss-taking. Even by bringing Rob here I feel I may have broken the circle.

We drink until last orders. James admits his lust for glory, saying that he doesn’t care whether anybody likes him or not – ‘as long as I get what I want’. Our number fritters away to a hard core of me, Rob, James, Terry and Barbara, and come last orders, we’re in no mood to end the evening. Terry, something of a ligger, reckons he can get us into Emma ‘Wild Child’ Ridley’s birthday party at the Hippodrome, so off we trot in the drizzle. Rob and I feel very much like stowaways, but it’s exciting. Barbara borrows my Breton cap to stay dry. She’s like one of the Goth girls I used to like in Northampton: sultry, pale, interesting. I bet everybody in the office fancies her.

Arriving, damp but unbowed, at the Hippodrome in Leicester Square, I witness Terry doing his best to bullshit our way into a party we have no invites for. He explains that we are from the NME – even though Rob isn’t – and that somebody called Mel should have put us on the guest list. The bouncer isn’t having any of it.

Giving up, Terry takes us to a bar in Charing Cross that seems not to close when other bars do. There’s barely room to stand up and we all smell of rain but it doesn’t matter. I’m on a night out with the NME and I have a witness. I can’t wait to casually drop this into conversation with Justin. The next thing I know, we are outside a porno cinema in Soho.

‘Anyone fancy it?’ asks Terry.

‘I’m up for it if you are,’ says James.

‘Go on then,’ says Barbara.

It’s just like a normal cinema, only smaller and darker. We each buy a ticket for French Erotic Fantasies (not a film I’ve seen recommended in Time Out) and load up on popcorn. Well, I could do with some solids. The film’s already started as we drunkenly bumble our way in, giggling behind our fingers. Barbara walks out after five minutes, offended not by how dirty it is, but how dull, whispering her goodbyes and leaving behind her popcorn. This must really be annoying for the men who are already in here to see the film.

The film is terrible – dubbed, slow, hammy, only fleetingly erotic – it’s a perfect end to a crazy night. We last a further ten minutes then head for the exit light. My head is spinning as Rob and I get the night bus home.

These mornings really stabilise my life. I get up sometime between 7.30 a.m. and 8.00 a.m., clean my teeth, wander round in my boxer shorts for a bit, turn on TV-am to see how many people have been killed, make a cup of tea, eat a bowl of Start, write my diary for the day before and listen to a bit of select music: Eric B, Pop Will Eat Itself, House of Love. I usually leave for the bus stop at around 9.00 a.m., really prepared for the day. I can’t believe I survived a whole year as a freelance illustrator with no job to go to. A proper job is so much more disciplined.

I love living alone. I don’t even say a word until I’m at work. Imagine that. Most people christen each morning with some form of mumbled contact. Not me.

I really am part of the furniture now. We moved offices in September to King’s Reach Tower in Waterloo where NME’s owner, IPC, is based, and it was character-building to be part of the team, packing everything away in green crates and labelling them, going through James’s throw-out pile and taking home armfuls of advance cassettes and twelve-inches. We’re now on
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