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  About the Book


  'We would like you to sit in a cage off the South African coast and get attacked by sharks.'


  'Why on earth would you want me to do that?'


  'Because it would make great telly.'


  'What if I die?'


  'That would make even better telly,' said the producer of new reality TV programme Celebrity Shark Bait...


  

  Sacked from his high-profile job as a national newspaper editor, Piers Morgan, lacking any better ideas, dives haplessly into the world of celebrity. But not even twenty years of commentating on the lives of the rich and famous can prepare him for the extraordinary world he uncovers.


  

  As he winds his way from Battersea to Beverly Hills, Piers clashes with, gets drunk with and is snubbed by some of the most famous and powerful people in the world: from Donald Trump to Freddie Flintoff, Stevie Wonder to David Cameron, Camilla Parker Bowles and his old friend Cherie Blair. And it's not all glamour. In the name of his new career, Piers finds himself doing the Macarena on daytime TV with Timmy Mallett. Finally, and most bizarrely, he washes up in Hollywood as a mean British judge on an American talent show alongside David 'The Hoff' Hasselhoff.


  

  A riveting, scandalous, and brutally honest account of one man's often desperate quest for celebrity, these diaries will make you laugh out loud, and then shake your head in despair, as you hear of the egos and outrageous behaviour of the famous and infamous.


  About the Author


  

  Piers Morgan was born in 1965. He studied journalism at Harlow College, starting his career in local newspapers and going on to edit his own showbiz column, Bizarre for the Sun. Rupert Murdoch made him Editor of the News of the World in January 1994 and two years later he was headhunted to edit The Mirror, staying there until 2004. He left following a decision to publish photos of British soldiers apparently abusing Iraqi prisoners of war. He has presented two series of Tabloid Tales for BBC2, You Can't Fire Me, I'm Famous, the C4 current affairs show Morgan and Platell, and recently shot to fame in the US as a judge on the top rated America's Got Talent. He is also a judge on the hit UK version, Britain's Got Talent.
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  To Grande,

  my incomparable grandmother


  


  A NOTE FOR THE READER


  There are hundreds of people mentioned in these diaries, often only by their first name. To help you keep track of who I am talking about, you may find it useful to refer to the Cast of Characters at the back of the book.

  


  INTRODUCTION

  


  For twenty years I worked in Fleet Street as a newspaper journalist. First as a showbiz reporter for the Sun, then as editor of the News of the World and Daily Mirror.


  It was the only professional life I knew, and I loved every second of it. But then, on 14 May 2004, at 6.10p.m., I was sacked from the Mirror for publishing what the government said were hoax photos of British troops abusing Iraqi civilians – and everything changed.


  Overnight, I lost my job, PA, expense account, driver and identity. I was thirty-nine, separated with three sons, and I remember waking up on 15 May, laughing to myself, and thinking: ‘Right ... what the hell am I going to do for the rest of my life?’


  I could make a reasonable living from writing books and articles, public speaking, giving interviews, and other commercial activities linked to my former job – though the obvious, more permanent, answer was to move into television full time. I’d presented a few series for the BBC and Channel 4 during my editing years, and had slowly improved my broadcasting skills.


  But it would be a big leap to become a fully fledged ‘TV personality’. To go down that route would mean automatically, and quite deliberately, transporting myself into the world of celebrity, with all the nonsense that entails.


  I’ll be honest now and say that I’ve always had a pretty healthy scorn for celebrities, particularly those with no discernible talent. The whole showbiz circus seems rife with shallowness, paranoia, arrogance and greed. On the other hand, it also spells – for the ones who crack it – big money, fast cars, flash houses, hot women, the best restaurant tables, and public adoration. All of which I suspected I could cope with quite easily!


  So I went for it.


  This book tells the story of what happened next, in all its tawdry, humiliating, yet often utterly hilarious detail. What I experienced, I admit, challenged my whole view of celebrity: I learned more than I ever thought I would about the ever more frenzied ‘star’ culture we all now live in. And to my surprise, my trenchant views on that culture changed in a way I never thought possible.


  But first, let me take you back to a magical day when a handsome young man came face to face to with his destiny ...


  PROLOGUE 1990

  


  It’s a blazing hot day on Malibu beach, and all I can see are beautiful blonde women in red bikinis running after a big guy in red shorts.


  He has wavy brown hair, a finely honed physique and a permanently smug grin.


  His name is David Hasselhoff.


  I had flown to California to observe him on the set of his smash-hit TV series for the Sun, where I was showbusiness editor. At the time, Baywatch was the biggest show in the world, and he was its biggest star.


  Never before had I witnessed such sheer unadulterated job satisfaction as David Hasselhoff seemed to derive from his work. He strutted, preened, marched and cavorted around the beach like he owned it. And who could blame him? Imagine being paid millions of dollars to chase Pamela Anderson around a beach all day?


  I could feel pure envy sweating from my every pore. In that moment I wanted to be David Hasselhoff more than anything in the world.


  Having said that, I was being paid £50,000 a year to jet first class around the world and stay in the best hotels to interview and party with celebrities.


  I sat back on my sunlounger, sipped my ice-cold beer, nibbled on a freshly caught giant prawn and watched three Baywatch babes take a quick shower ten yards away. I laughed to myself. How could my life possibly get any better than this?


  1

  


  5 August 2004


  ITV RANG THIS morning to invite me to appear in the new series of I’m a Celebrity, Get Me Out of Here!


  The fee is absurdly large, and for a moment a tiny part of me was tempted – it is, after all, one of the biggest shows on television – but how could I even think about doing it without losing all semblance of whatever credibility I have left? It would be simpler to walk up and down Oxford Street with a placard round my neck saying, ‘WASHED-UP HAS-BEEN’.


  The whole reality TV thing is out of control. As the number of digital channels explodes, so does the number of moronic ‘celebrities’ the reality genre spawns.


  The editor of Heat magazine admitted recently that he’d rather have a Jade Goody interview than a chat with Tom Cruise, because Jade would say more and sell more copies. Which is probably true, but what does it say about us that we’d rather devour the latest gossip on an illiterate, talentless former dental nurse from South London who came third in Big Brother than hear the views of one of the biggest movie stars of all time?


  Having said that, Cruise is a shocking control-freak bore and Jade’s quite fun, so maybe I’m missing the point. Perhaps the Jades of this world have soared to celebrity high office precisely because they’re not boring, speak their mind and live the dream every Heat reader aspires to: being a celebrity.


  I used to aspire to that goal, too, if I’m honest.


  When I was interviewing stars for the Sun as a cub reporter, I really wanted to be famous myself. It seemed such an exciting, glamorous life. I even regularly appeared in my own column, with my arm draped around celebrities, and rather enjoyed the subliminal fame-by-association it brought me.


  As an editor I became more cynical about the ‘star’ business, having seen at first hand how fucked-up, egotistical, haughty and self-deluded so many of them are.


  Watching them surrounded by sycophantic agents, lawyers, PRs, make-up artists and fans, I didn’t envy them, I just thought how ridiculous and fake the whole circus seemed.


  Money and power corrupt, that much has been obvious since the Romans stomped around the globe, but I reckon fame corrupts more, because it’s so inherently shallow.


  Why should you get a better table in a restaurant, or an upgrade on a plane just because you’re famous? Why should you be automatically treated more reverentially just because you’re on TV or in a movie?


  And how, frankly, can you expect to stay normal and grounded if people treat you differently just because they know your name?


  I can understand adulation when it’s linked to awesome talent. If you’re Tiger Woods or Anthony Hopkins, then you deserve to be treated differently, because you can do things very few others can do. But being a star these days no longer depends on talent. You can become one just by sleeping with a footballer, or appearing on some cretinous reality TV show, or just by going to the right nightclub and taking your clothes off.


  My problem is that all the TV work I have ever done has been linked in some way to my ‘talent’ as a newspaper editor, whether it’s Question Time or GMTV. I wasn’t a celebrity, I was an editor who appeared on TV occasionally, but now that I’m no longer an editor, my televisual raison d’etre has changed, and if I am not careful I could end up being one of those awful people who are on TV just for the sake of it. That way madness and ridicule lie.


  I won’t deny I’m attracted to the limelight, and always have been, but I’ve been around enough famous people to know that it’s a double-edged sword. Great in parts, hideous in others.


  The most likely career path for me now is to become a television presenter. I’ve done a fair bit of it now, and I’m slowly getting better at what is a much trickier art form than it looks. But if I do pursue the TV route then I have to also accept that I will become, by default, a fully fledged ‘celebrity’.


  And so I guess the big question is: Do I actually want to be a ‘celebrity’? And the honest answer is: Yes, I think I probably do, because the obvious benefits seem quite splendid.


  But at what cost?


  One thing I’m absolutely sure about is that it won’t be in an Australian jungle eating repulsive bugs with Paul Burrell and Joe Pasquale. If that’s what being a celebrity is, then get me out of here.


  6 August


  Michael Parkinson has invited me for lunch at The Ivy in a few weeks’ time. I have more time to really enjoy fun encounters like these, where I can turn my phone off, drink too much fine wine over amusing conversation, and then enjoy a long, lazy siesta afterwards. I eagerly accepted.


  Ironically, Parky and I now share the same TV agent, John Webber. I signed with John a few weeks after leaving the Mirror because another of his clients, Anne Robinson, rang and ordered me to. ‘You need someone like John if you want a career in television,’ she said, and she was right, I do. He’s a tough, no-nonsense Jewish dealmaker, and his assistant, Tracey Chapman, is the nearest thing to Kerrie I have found since leaving the Mirror: highly organised, calm, hard-working and unafraid to tell me when I’m being an arrogant arse.


  Popped into the Harbour Club next door to my riverside flat in Chelsea for a personal training session with Wendy.


  I’ve skilfully avoided her for weeks on the pretext of finishing my book, but she was having none of my ‘I’m tired’ moaning, and threw me around various instruments of torture for an hour as I panted, wheezed and whined.


  ‘You look bored,’ she said.


  ‘That’s because I am bored,’ I replied.


  ‘What are you doing for the rest of the day?’


  ‘That’s the problem. Nothing.’


  ‘What, nothing at all?’


  I stopped rowing and looked at her bemused face.


  ‘Well not exactly, no. I’ve got a bloke coming to fix my blinds, a BT engineer setting up my broadband, and I’ll probably nip down to Sainsbury’s to do my daily shop, then watch a crap matinee on TV and wait for the clock to strike six, so I can have a glass of wine without feeling too guilty.’


  ‘Oh dear,’ said Wendy.


  Yes, oh dear indeed.


  7 August


  Down to Newick for a week of cricket, sunbathing and writing. I bought the other half of my parents’ house there a few years ago, and converted my garage into a cottage for my grandmother soon afterwards. What with frequent visits from my two brothers – Jeremy, an army officer, and Rupert, a nightclub manager – and my sister Charlotte, who’s married to an army colonel, and their large families, it has become not unlike The Waltons. But it represents a permanent oasis of calm away from frenzied London.


  Took the boys to the nearby Chailey airshow, an entertaining day out with lots of old military planes zipping about the skies. Quite a few people came up to say hello, or offer their ‘condolences’ (always the most annoying thing anyone can do – makes you feel like you have literally died). Then one short, squat bloke in Union Jack shorts and covered in tattoos gawped at me by the ice-cream van and laughed to his mates, ‘Hey! It’s ’im, that prat who faked those photos.’


  A delightful epitaph if ever there was one.


  17 August


  Tennis with Andy Coulson at the Harbour Club. We are usually pretty well matched but he beat me easily today. It’s not a lack of fitness – I just felt sluggish and uncompetitive, two things I never felt at this time of the morning in my years as an editor.


  We had breakfast afterwards and Andy was fired up about various stories in the papers that didn’t really interest me now I no longer have to be professionally interested. His phone rang three times, each time from the News of the World office needing urgent answers to things. My phone didn’t ring at all, and wouldn’t for another few hours. Life outside a newspaper office is much calmer, quieter. Seeing Andy bouncing off the walls reminded me how sedentary my life has become. His day will be packed full of problems, breaking news, meetings, lunch with someone powerful. Mine will be spent writing, watching TV, and generally doing not very much.


  I read the papers when I got back to the flat. I used to get all ten national newspapers every day when I was an editor, but I no longer have to worry about ‘missing’ anything that might lay me open to humiliation from my staff. Mainly because I don’t have staff any more! So now it’s just the Daily Mail, Sun, Mirror, Telegraph and Guardian – a mix that gives me a suitably balanced blend of bigotry and bias from all sides of the political spectrum.


  Thought about listening to the Today programme, as I always used to, but opted instead for Magic FM. Who needs John Humphrys baying for some poor defenceless politician’s blood when you can have Johnny Mathis soothing your ear lobes?


  At 10a.m., I headed with my laptop for the balcony. I’m in the middle of writing my memoirs, a diary of my editing years called The Insider. It’s been a hugely cathartic experience, and reminds me what fabulous fun it all was. But sitting outside now, with the sun streaming down across the river, I feel extraordinarily liberated. No boring meetings to endure, no rows with bean-counting managers or advertising executives, no business lunches with people I loathe, no twelve-hour days cooped in a tower block waiting for something to happen. There’s a lot to be said for avoiding proper gainful employment if you can afford to.


  Walked to Sainsbury’s at lunchtime, and bought a chicken salad to eat while watching an Alan Partridge DVD. I probably went to a supermarket five times in the whole eleven years I edited papers. Now I go most days, and rather enjoy aimlessly floating down the aisles searching for that elusive can of Ambrosia cream rice that I’ll never actually eat, but makes me feel better for having in my fridge. I get recognised occasionally, but people are always very friendly, if completely predictable. ‘What are you doing now?’ is all they ever ask. I understand why, but hate the question because I don’t really have an answer. ‘Oh, I’m writing a book and doing a bit of TV’ doesn’t have quite the same ring to it as, ‘I edit one of the biggest papers in the world.’ I can see them looking rather sorry for me, which is the last thing I want them to do because I don’t feel remotely sorry for myself.


  Kelvin MacKenzie called. ‘How much are you putting in this book then?’


  ‘Everything,’ I replied.


  ‘How can you remember it all?’


  ‘Because I kept emails, tapes, letters, photos and memos, that’s how.’


  ‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ he cackled. ‘Well, just leave me out of it.’


  ‘Kelvin, you’re one of the stars.’


  Fell asleep on the sofa, and woke after half an hour feeling refreshed and ready for action. Only there wasn’t any action! So I called the boys, and asked if they fancied whacking a few golf balls. Spencer’s eleven now, Stanley seven, and Bertie three. They’ve all got a great eye for a ball, any ball, and a ferocious competitive spirit. We spent an hour on the driving range in Wandsworth before it ended, as it usually does, with the three of them kicking seven bells out of each other. One of the best things about being jobless has been the amount of time I’ve been able to spend with them. I always tried to get to all their school stuff, even if it meant trekking across London during rush hour to do it, then dashing back to Canary Wharf in time for the first edition. Now I can be more spontaneous, and in less of a hurry. We went to Pizza Express for tea, and Stanley informed me that one of his schoolmates had called me an ‘ex-predator’ the other day.


  I choked on my Sloppy Giuseppe.


  ‘I think he meant to say ex-EDITOR, Dad,’ he added, hastily.


  ‘Are you sure?’ said Spencer, smirking. God he’s growing up fast.


  ‘Dad,’ said Bertie.


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘What do you do now?’


  ‘That, Bertie, is a very good question.’


  Dropped them back with Marion. She’s great about the kids; I can see them whenever I like. And she is a terrific mother. We’ve been separated for four years now, and are embarking on the tortuous divorce process. But we’ve stayed good friends and talk every day.


  Met a few friends for a drink in my local, the Lots Road Pub and Dining Room. On a bad night, Robbie Williams – who lives nearby – is in there, drinking orange juice and whining about fame. But on a good night like tonight, it’s the nearest thing to a country pub I know – good comfort food, real ale, a fun atmosphere and staff who greet you warmly when you walk in.


  None of the people with me were tabloid journalists, so the conversation wasn’t dominated by tabloid chatter. It’s only now I am removed from the game that I can see how boring it must be for non-journalists to listen to a bunch of hyped-up hacks boasting about how they snared some C-list celebrity for sleeping with someone they shouldn’t have. Real people might be mildly interested in such things, but they don’t CARE. Tabloid journalists work themselves into a fury of absurd indignant rage, oblivious to the sheer hypocrisy that goes with it. Most journalists I know lead the kind of lives that would fill the News of the World for a month if they ever became famous.


  Got back to the flat, fuelled with four pints of bitter, turned on the TV and watched some imbecile from the Daily Express reviewing the first editions of the papers. I caught the front page of the Mirror and felt an instant pang of irritation: That headline should be a WOB (White on black type), not a BOT (Black on tone) ... then realised that nobody was listening any more, and went to bed.


  I enjoyed the day, but I’m beginning to feel a creeping restlessness about my life. Writing the book has kept me occupied for three months now, but what the hell am I going to do when it is finished?


  20 August


  Spent most of the day looking forward to Ian Botham coming for dinner at my flat this evening with Kath and his daughter Sarah. I prepared a sumptuous gastronomic feast, which in Ian’s case meant spending a lot of time choosing a lot of very fine wine.


  ‘I need some really special stuff,’ I told the Australian manager at my local Majestic warehouse.


  ‘OK, who’s coming to dinner, then, the King of Spain?’


  ‘No, no, much bigger than that: Ian Botham.’


  The manager whistled with excitement. ‘Blimey, mate, you’re right there. Beefy is bigger than the King of Spain. What does he like to drink?’


  ‘Well, almost anything, but from what I can gather he is currently into really good Spanish reds and French burgundy. I want to impress him with something special because he’s always been very hospitable to me.’


  ‘Got it, mate, no worries.’


  He returned with what he described as a ‘magnificent Mersault’ and a ‘Rioja that will knock his stumps over’.


  I paid the fairly vast bill for a case of each (you can never have enough supplies for a Botham visit) and headed back to the flat.


  The Bothams arrived soon after 8p.m. Kath and Sarah completely sober, Ian slightly less so, after an inpromptu drinking session following the end of the day’s play at the Oval.


  ‘Right, what we drinking then?’ he bellowed.


  ‘I’ve got some really good...’


  He cut me off in full boast.


  ‘I don’t want any of this French shit,’ he declared, brandishing my ‘magnificent Mersault’ as if he’d just found a bottle of rotting soya milk. ‘Where’s the Chardonnay?’


  I gulped. There wasn’t any Chardonnay. I’d been specifically led to believe that Beefy was off the Chardonnay and on the ‘French shit’.


  ‘How about a red?’ I suggested desperately.


  ‘Oh all right then, what have you got?’


  I led him to the ‘Rioja that will knock his stumps over’. He stared at it for several long, agonising seconds.


  ‘Good stuff that. Looks like you’ve been saved by the bell, Morgan.’


  My sigh of relief was only matched by Kath and Sarah’s disapproving tutting at Ian’s behaviour.


  It was a very entertaining evening, with Beefy getting more and more vociferous as the case of Rioja slipped away. ‘We can’t take him anywhere,’ Kath sighed. But you can tell they both adore him, and he them. Whatever problems there may have been in the Botham family, and having a whirlwind character like Beefy as a husband or father is self-evidently never going to be the easiest ride on the funfair, they are as tight as they come now.


  At 2.30a.m., Beefy drained a fifth bottle of Rioja and announced, ‘Right, I’m on air in six hours, so we’d better go home...’


  Kath and Sarah grabbed an arm each and virtually carried him downstairs to their taxi, still tutting and smiling.


  21 August


  Woke at 9a.m. feeling like a horde of rats had invaded my brain and were now scraping their filthy little nails over my cranium.


  I fumbled for the TV remote, switched on Sky Sports and saw Ian Botham giving his live predictions for the day’s play, looking and sounding like he’d spent the evening sipping cocoa before a good ten-hour sleep.


  28 August


  Saturday mornings were always sacrosanct for me when I was editing. It was the only time when I could have a lie-in and not be bombarded with millions of phone calls. Now Saturday is just another day, so I agreed to go on the new Eamonn Holmes sports show on Radio Five Live.


  It was his first day and chaos reigned.


  ‘Can you stay on a bit?’ he mouthed when my ten-minute slot finished. ‘I could do with some help here...’


  I stayed on air for another hour and a half, watching Eamonn struggle with the perils of a live radio show. He’s a pro, though, and by the end he began to relax and enjoy himself, as did I.


  It was nice to get out of the flat and do some actual work, even though it was unpaid. I get endless offers at the moment to do soundbites for TV and radio stations when a story with even the vaguest ‘tabloid’ agenda breaks, but there are only so many times you can answer your phone at 7a.m. to someone from BBC Radio Birmingham asking what you think of Prince Harry’s new girlfriend before your patience, and will to live, expires.


  2 September


  Dinner at The Ivy with Simon Kelner and Roger Alton, two of my favourite journalistic characters. Both were fascinated by LAE, or Life After Editing to give it its full name, and I regaled them with stories of long lunches with the phone turned off, leisurely days watching cricket and balmy nights drinking in country pubs without a care for the Blairs.


  ‘Must be nice having all that free time,’ said Roger wistfully.


  ‘It sounds wonderful,’ said Simon. ‘Though I read recently that most people die out of sheer boredom within five years of retiring.’


  I spluttered into my Chablis.


  ‘Retire? RETIRE? I haven’t bloody retired.’


  But I am in danger of dying of boredom. That much is true.


  5 September


  Took Spencer and Stanley to Botham’s box at Lords for the one-day international against India.


  For most of the morning they were given a life tutorial by Lord Jeffrey Archer, spanning the full range of lessons he’d learned. They were completely enthralled – he is, after all, a master storyteller.


  Other parents might have been less pleased at having Lord Archer as their children’s moral guide, but I was unphased. Archer might not be everyone’s cup of tea, but then neither am I, and I’d rather my sons led a life full of excitement, incident and drama than work as assistant managers in a high-street store selling cheap DVD players and oversized bras.


  ‘Dad, he’s sold one hundred and twenty million books,’ said Spencer later.


  ‘How do you know that?’


  ‘He told us.’


  6 September


  Mentorn, the TV production company that makes Question Time, approached me in the summer to see if I’d be interested in presenting a new political interview show for Channel 4.


  Today, John Webber rang to say they were looking at Amanda Platell as a possible co-presenter.


  ‘Do you know her?’


  I smiled. Amanda and I are old friends. Before she became William Hague’s ill-fated spin doctor, she was, briefly, editor of the left-wing Sunday Mirror when I was at the Daily Mirror, proving that she’s nearly as adaptable politically as I am.


  ‘Yes, very well. I like her. The show sounds fun, what’s the idea?’


  ‘It’s based on the American show Crossfire. You two grill a politician about the big issues of the week, but you also grill each other. You coming from the left, Amanda from the right.’


  I liked the concept – a serious show made by serious people, with a dash of theatre – and it would get me back into the Westminster loop, which would be useful.


  I’m still really not sure what I want to do with my professional life. I feel pretty sure that I’m done with newspapers, but is TV going to be enough to keep my juices flowing? There’s always so much faffing around with TV work – waiting in green rooms, re-recording stuff, travelling to pointless ‘new’ locations. It lacks the immediacy of a newspaper newsroom.


  7 September


  Went to the GQ Man of the Year awards in London. Elton John improved my general mood of mild disenchantment by coming up and saying, ‘Hey, Piers, looking for a job?’


  ‘What kind of job, Elton?’


  ‘Well, the thing is, I’m short of a gardener at my Windsor place.’


  I laughed through clenched teeth. I’m trying very hard not to be bothered by the constant jokes about my employment status, but it’s not that easy to be honest. Particularly when this evening I had to once again fend off dozens more people asking, ‘So what are you doing now?’


  For twelve years that question never arose. But now I’m an oddity: someone who used to have a big job, but doesn’t any more. And nobody’s quite sure how to behave towards me.


  To compound my misery, Carol Vorderman and Des Kelly loomed into view, bounding over full of false bonhomie. They are the two people who displayed the most shocking disloyalty when I left the Mirror.


  I’ve let them have it with both barrels in my diaries, but they are oblivious to this fact, and will remain so until The Insider is published next March.


  I played along with the game, letting Carol sit on my knee and coo with shocking insincerity about how ‘really, really upset’ she’d been about my sacking. Not upset enough to call me at the time, though.


  Des stuck his hand out in that horribly uncomfortable, half-cocked sideways manner that insecure people like him have. ‘All right, mate?’ he said.


  I was tempted to stick a fist in his gurning face, but instead I hit him where I knew it would really hurt: ‘Fine thanks, Des. I’m so sorry you didn’t get my job. Mate.’


  Jordan cheered me up later, in the way that only she can.


  ‘I bet you’re getting plenty more now you’re not having to work all day,’ she giggled.


  ‘More what?’


  ‘You know what!’


  ‘Is that an offer, Ms Price?’


  ‘Do me a favour!’


  ‘That’s exactly what I’m suggesting.’


  We both giggled. Jordan takes a lot of flak, but she makes me laugh.


  She’s earned millions out of being herself – a gobby, pretty Brighton girl with huge breasts who behaves badly in clubs.


  ‘Doesn’t it get boring?’ I asked her.


  ‘Nah,’ she laughed. ‘I’m only Jordan one day a week, that’s when I get drunk and stick me tits out at photographers. The rest of the time I’m just me, Katie Price, and that usually means being at home doing nothing.’


  ‘Are you talented?’ I said.


  ‘Nah, not really. I can pose for the camera, though, which is a talent I s’pose.’


  And she’s right, it is. Nobody harangued Twiggy when she was a modelling superstar, so why should we have a go at Jordan for being a coarser version?


  I got home at 2a.m. feeling drunk and restless. I used to laud it at parties like that, careering around, laughing at celebrities and playing the big-shot tabloid editor. It doesn’t work in quite the same way now, obviously. An SAS marksman reduced to firing blanks.


  27 September


  Very tedious day, wasted away on the usual treadmill of gym, Sainsbury’s and daytime TV. Thank God I’ve got lunch with Parky tomorrow, I’m really looking forward to it.


  28 September


  Bollocks! Parky cancelled lunch at the last minute – something to do with a ‘diary clash’.


  It’s what I used to say at the Mirror when I checked the week-ahead diary on a Monday morning and realised I had to spend two hours with someone not important enough to warrant two hours of my valuable time. Now I have all the time in the world, but my importance to other people has reduced dramatically.


  Cancelling lunch with a tabloid editor at the last minute would be professional suicide for a TV star. Cancelling lunch with an unemployed extabloid editor is an altogether easier decision.


  1 October


  Filmed the pilot for Crossfire today. It seemed to go OK, though two people interviewing the same subject at the same time is not an easy dynamic. It was like a bear pit at times, with everyone shouting louder and louder in order to be heard.


  Amanda Platell and I had a definite chemistry, though, and the Mentorn team seemed excited by what they’d seen.


  I hope we get a chance to make the show, it could be just what I need to kickstart my TV career again.


  7 October


  A soldier was charged today over the Iraqi abuse ‘hoax’ photos that got me sacked. The news came out of the blue and I spent the day fielding calls from the world’s media, including TV stations from America, the Middle East, Australia and Germany.


  He’s twenty-five, and although the exact charges haven’t been revealed yet, they clearly think he’s the guy who allegedly faked the pictures.


  I don’t know what to feel. On the one hand I’m angry at what appears to be confirmation that I was indeed a gullible fool, as I can’t imagine they’d charge him without compelling evidence. But at the same time I feel relief that I might finally find out what did happen. It’s always struck me as odd that I should lose my job over an alleged hoax without anyone knowing for sure who took the photos, where they took them, why they took them or what they depict. Now we might find out the answers, so at least I’ll know.


  I was never told the names of the two soldiers who brought the photos to us. Details like that are often deliberately kept from editors to save them facing legal problems at a later stage regarding their sources. But I did know they were both squaddies serving with the Queen’s Lancashire Regiment in Basra in the summer of 2003, and that they were both with the Territorial Army. By a remarkable coincidence, the soldier who’s been charged was a member of the Territorial Army, and served with the QLR in Basra in the summer of 2003.


  14 October


  Good news. John Webber rang to say that Crossfire has been commissioned by Channel 4, so my new life as a Jeremy Paxman wannabe will start soon. I’m pleased. It’s a proper job, the money’s great and they’re saying it could run for years if we get the first series right.


  18 October


  John Webber called again.


  ‘How do you fancy co-presenting This Morning with Fern Britton while Phillip Schofield is off for three days?’


  ‘What do you think?’ I asked.


  ‘I think it would be great live experience, even if it’s not the kind of thing you want to end up doing,’ was John’s sensible reply.


  I’m intrigued by the idea, but slightly concerned at the prospect of plunging myself into cheesy daytime telly. Is it really what I should be doing when I’ve just landed Crossfire, an altogether more serious TV platform?


  2

  


  26 October


  FIRST DAY OF This Morning. I was still apprehensive about it, but consoled myself with the thought that nothing can go wrong with a programme like this.


  I was given Phillip Schofield’s dressing room, which was full of his clothes and personal effects. I once wrote an unofficial biography of Phil when I was on the Sun, which had upset him, despite it being one of the most sycophantic tomes ever written. Now here I was stepping in for him – a bizarre turn of events.


  I felt curiously nervous as I paced the room. Two hours of live TV is a lot to get through, and there seemed to be far more frantic activity than I’d expected.


  Fern came in to say hello and couldn’t have been nicer or more reassuring.


  ‘Just be yourself,’ she said, ‘and remember that I’ll always be next to you if anything goes wrong.’ It was a genuinely comforting thought.


  The first show went OK, though I got a little overexcited when Rachel Stevens – who I’d personally persuaded to come on as a guest – showed me her naked foot live on air. She has tiny size 2 feet and I grappled with it like a lifer in Wormwood Scrubs who’s been let out for the day.


  ‘Would you like some bromide with your tea?’ asked Fern pointedly in the next commercial break.


  I quite enjoyed the interview stuff, but the peripheral shopping, face-lift and cuddly-toy nonsense grated. I don’t think I’m designed to sit in six multi-coloured chairs, testing them for the nation’s housewives, and I’m sure my discomfort showed.


  Any notion I’d had that live TV would be easy was dispelled pretty sharpish. It’s fast, chaotic and you have the entire control room of producers and directors jabbering away in your ear the whole time. Fern handles it with extraordinary ease, barely flickering an eyelid as another script goes down or an interview subject suddenly disappears off line. She’s smart, calm and warm – three essential ingredients for this kind of show. I’m still a hard-nosed cynical tabloid hack at heart, and find the cosy sofa style of presenting difficult to adjust to.


  ‘You did very well,’ said Fern as we debriefed with the production team afterwards. ‘No mistakes, apart from leching over Rachel’s foot, and you began to really relax by the end.’


  I stifled a yawn, not out of boredom but sheer exhaustion.


  ‘God, it’s bloody knackering this live telly lark,’ I said.


  They all laughed knowingly.


  ‘Toughest thing in television,’ said one producer. ‘Fern and Phillip just make it look easy.’


  27 October


  They say you can always remember where you were when pivotal moments happen, such as losing your virginity, your first child being born or Elvis dying.


  Let me just add another to the list: the moment I sang a duet to the ‘Macarena’ with Timmy Mallett, wearing appropriately ridiculous oversized glasses, live to millions of people on This Morning.


  We were taking part in a pop quiz, with Fern and I as captains, and one of my forfeits was to perform the ‘Macarena’ with the man who had memorably murdered it in the charts a few years earlier.


  As I stood in my suit next to the multi-coloured human strobe light that is Timmy Mallett, I could feel every sinew in my body pleading with me not to do it. My mind raced to the Daily Mirror newsroom, where I could imagine my former colleagues watching their TV screens in abject horror as the man they’d once called Boss committed slow professional suicide.


  ‘Hey, Macarena ... Hey, Macarena,’ the words hung in the air like a particularly pungent corked wine. Beads of sweat developed on my stiff upper lip and down the base of my spine. When the quiz finished, I slumped back in my chair as a beaming Mallett said, ‘That was fun, wasn’t it. Did you enjoy that?’


  ‘Well, it’s a long way from the Iraq War, isn’t it?’ I replied.


  I got back to the flat where, out of curiosity, I read the This Morning website message boards to see how I’d gone down.


  ‘Who is this repulsive man?’ read one. ‘Pierce someone,’ replied another. ‘Never heard of him, but he’s rubbish, isn’t he?’


  ‘Did you see him groping Rachel Stevens yesterday, the dirty old man.’


  Perhaps most damning of all was the one that said, ‘Bring back Michael Ball as a stand-in, PLEASE.’


  28 October


  Just when I thought it couldn’t possibly get any worse I had a day of abject humiliation, and it wasn’t even my fault.


  I arrived at This Morning determined to make a go of it and put the ‘Macarena’ horror of yesterday behind me. The production team were incredibly supportive, and Fern was brilliant again, telling me it was all going fine and that all I had to do was slow down a bit and relax. She laughed about the message boards: ‘Oh God, never read those.’


  A researcher elaborated: ‘You should have seen what they said about Phillip when he started. He replaced John Leslie, and John’s fans were so incredibly nasty about him it reduced him to tears. He won them round eventually, though, and now they love him.’


  Something tells me I won’t be back to turn them round.


  I sat in the studio with Fern at around 10a.m., having a coffee and waiting to do a quick ten-second live promotion during Trisha, saying what’s coming up on This Morning. It’s a simple daily process: we get a twenty-second countdown from the studio in our ears, a red light comes on the camera in front of us and we read a brief script from the autocue before going back to our coffee. The first two days had been no problem at all, which lulled me into a false sense of security. Today, very few people were on the studio floor because they were recording an outside broadcast of the pop group Busted arriving at the show.


  I was unconcerned as Fern and I chatted about life and the universe. We got round to the impending American elections at the weekend and the growing fears of another Al-Qaeda attack. As I was talking, I noticed the red light on the camera was on. I turned to Fern, who looked bemused and said, ‘What’s that light doing...’ I turned back to the camera and instinctively began to read the autocue: ‘Today on This Morning...’ But the red light turned off almost as soon as I started speaking. Fern and I looked at each other again. ‘Were we on air then?’ I said, panic rising in my voice. She looked furious. ‘I think we were, but I have no idea why. This has never happened to me on this show before.’ A flustered production woman ran onto the floor, red faced and apologetic. ‘I’m so sorry, with all the fuss over the Busted OB, we forgot to cue you in.’ Fern was not amused. ‘So what the hell did people hear us saying?’ My heart sank. All I could remember were the words ‘Al-Qaeda’ and ‘Possible attack this weekend’. We sat in silence for a minute or so.


  ‘Are we in the shit, Fern?’ I asked. ‘Oh don’t worry about it,’ she replied, laughing nervously. We started the show fifteen minutes later, but I could feel a rising sense of unease among the team. Eventually the director came over and explained, ‘Look, we’re going to have to say something on air to the viewers. We’ve had hundreds of calls from worried housewives.’


  ‘What about?’ I asked, fearing I already knew the answer.


  ‘Well, it’s erm, it’s about you telling Fern to stay in at the weekend because you reckon Al-Qaeda are going to blow something up to coincide with the American elections.’


  I gulped and Fern looked queasy. ‘OK,’ I said, ‘I’ll say something to calm them down.’ I suggested a few thoughts to Fern, she tweaked them a bit and we prepared to address the nation.


  Fern went first, explaining, ‘I want to put everyone’s minds at rest. We had a little slip-up earlier when we didn’t realise we were live on air. Don’t panic, nothing is going to happen. Is it, Piers?’


  I tried not to laugh: ‘Erm, we were getting a little political and I was talking to Fern about a leaked CIA report that said they were worried about a terrorist attack in America before the election. Obviously I don’t know anything, so if any of you are worried that I have some inside information on a terrorist attack, I don’t. I hope that clears things up. I’m sure nothing will happen.’


  Fern added, ‘That’s something you don’t have to be a spy to understand, that possibly with an election something might happen.’


  Now I did laugh. ‘Trust me, nobody tells me anything any more.’


  We cut to an ad break, and Fern and I giggled like schoolkids who’d been caught smoking on the bus.


  Then a horrible thought dawned on me.


  ‘What if there is a terrorist attack this weekend now? I’ll be accused of being in on it with Bin Laden.’


  Fern laughed: ‘God, at least it wasn’t yesterday when we were talking about Frank Bough...’ The rest of the show went by in a blur as I imagined the next day’s papers. Only I could terrify millions of women with an Al-Qaeda-related fuck-up on a morning TV show. Sure enough, as we came off air the press officer was waiting. ‘We’re getting a few calls, Piers, do you want to say anything?’ All I wanted was to get mindlessly drunk, but I decided that may not be the most appropriate statement to make.


  I drove to Oxford in the evening to take part in an Oxford Union debate on whether George Bush should be re-elected. I was on the ‘Not in a million light years’ side with Richard Dreyfuss and Will Hutton. And we were up against David Trimble, an ex-Bush advisor called Grover Norquist and some mad-eyed woman from an organisation I’d never heard of called Republicans Abroad.


  I sat opposite Trimble over dinner, and was struck once again by how impressively dull he is, and how utterly, implacably intransigent his views are.


  Dreyfuss, who I only really know from Jaws, was barmy but entertaining. He raged against Bush in a demonic manner that caused most of us to question his sanity, but it was reassuring to hear that at least some Americans realise Bush is not the greatest leader they’ve ever had.


  The students all seemed really young, which can only mean one thing: I am getting old. Still, they loved me revealing how I’d cocked everything up on This Morning.


  Perhaps I could carve out a lucrative new career simply telling audiences what a halfwit I am?


  29 October


  The papers are full of my disaster. MORGAN PUTS FOOT IN IT AGAIN WITH TV TERROR WARNING screamed the Independent.


  I am a national laughing stock, the perfect start to my new career as a D-list TV presenter. Christ.


  I sought solace in a pork pie from Sainsbury’s, only to be met with various blue-rinse grannies pointing at me and laughing.


  One came up and said, ‘You dropped a bit of a clanger, didn’t you, lad,’ with pure unmitigated glee.


  Is this what I am reduced to? Bumbling around daytime TV, then fending off the mocking Doris and Mabel brigade as I shop for my lunch?


  30 October


  A card arrived from Fern. ‘I’ve really enjoyed these three days working with you. Hope we see you soon, and remember to tell all your cocky pals that daytime fluffy stuff is harder than they think.’


  God, she can say that again.


  2 November


  Stayed up to watch the American elections, and it’s pretty clear Bush is going to win again, which is completely baffling to any sensible observer. But then I suppose it’s no more baffling than us re-electing Blair next year, which looks a racing certainty at the moment. Two gung-ho leaders take their countries into an illegal, unethical war and their electorates respond by saying, ‘Well done, guys, have another four years.’


  5 November


  Crossfire started production today. Or Morgan and Platell as it’s been renamed after legal issues involving the rights to the American show’s name.


  Morgan is first purely for alphabetical reasons, but as I said to Amanda this morning, ‘In Hollywood terms, there’s only one No 1 in the billing and that’s the first name on the posters.’


  She took the jibe well, kicking me firmly on the shin as the credits rolled, while beaming sweetly at me.


  Our first guest was supposed to be Greg Dyke, who would have been a lively opener, but he pulled out and a desperate last-minute scramble left us with Tory frontbencher Michael Ancram, a charming fellow but a serious candidate for Dullest Politician in Britain.


  The production team were all very enthused afterwards, thinking we’d got off to a good start, but I found it all rather uninspiring.


  9 November


  Had dinner at No 11 with the Browns and various political chums of theirs, including Harriet Harman, Margaret Hodge and Sue Nye.


  Gordon is a strange Jekyll and Hyde character. Over dinners like this one, he’s relaxed, chatty, gossipy and extremely charming. Then I watch him on TV and he turns into one of the Thunderbirds, speaking in a relentless high-speed monotone, performing one of the worst staged smirks I’ve ever seen when he thinks he should lighten up a bit and generally coming across as a dour, stiff Scots bloke who looks after our money. Which is a perfect image for being Chancellor, but hopeless if you want to make the move to Prime Minister.


  His ‘people’ are all from the same mould. Ed Balls is quite fun away from a screen, and so is Alistair Darling. But put them on Newsnight and it’s like an undertaker’s taken over the airwaves to announce mass euthanasia programmes for anyone who laughs in public.


  Sarah’s got an astute PR brain, and I know she’s working on ‘relaxing’ her husband when he’s on public duty, but I can’t help worrying that in their desperation to be seen as more serious than spin-flam Tony, they are going too far the other way.


  11 November


  Robert Kilroy-Silk was our second guest on Morgan and Platell, and he was much livelier. He’d been sacked from his BBC talk show earlier in the year after branding Arabs ‘suicide bombers, limb-amputators, and women repressors’ in a newspaper column. Since then he’s been the high-profile frontman for the UK Independence Party, a new far-right political group.


  We gave him a fairly rough ride, but he gave as good as he got, and I came off the set feeling far more pumped up than last week.


  The production team, however, seemed less pleased.


  ‘You’ve got to stop heckling the guests so much,’ said Eamonn Matthews, the executive producer.


  ‘I didn’t. I just wasn’t going to let him waffle.’


  ‘I promise you that you did,’ he replied. ‘And it will alienate the audience.’


  I went home feeling deflated and confused. What the hell do they want from me? I thought the whole point was a ‘crossfire’ not a bloody tea-party chat.


  13 November


  Boris Johnson was sacked by Michael Howard tonight after more stories of his alleged nocturnal activities hit the papers. Howard laughably said he made the decision to remove Boris from his front bench because it was an issue of ‘personal morality’. Which, if that was genuinely the criteria for being a senior Conservative, would, I expect, wipe out almost their entire shadow cabinet.


  At least there were loads of great Boris shagging jokes doing the rounds on email within minutes of the news breaking. My favourite was the suggestion that the final straw for Howard came when he confronted Boris and asked what his view of the Northern Ireland position was. ‘Not sure, boss,’ he replied, ‘haven’t got round to trying it yet.’


  The whole Boris the Buffoon act makes me laugh. The guy is incredibly clever and knows exactly what he’s doing. Boris worked out long ago that the public are suckers for that dithering, bumbling upper-class twit stuff, so he gives them exactly what they want, and they lap it up.


  Underneath the phoney bluster is a keen political brain calculating a path to power. The problem is that Boris genuinely thinks he can be prime minister, which raises the alarming prospect of him having his finger on the nuclear trigger. At which point the joke doesn’t seem quite so funny any more.


  14 November


  A.A. Gill has reviewed Morgan and Platell with his usual generosity in the Sunday Times: ‘Piers Morgan and Amanda Platell’s new show is huggably appalling. It’s like watching her driving a van full of sugar and him driving a van full of weedkiller, and them crashing in slow motion, being trapped and catching fire. The emergency services turn up just so we can all stand and watch this brilliant pyrotechnic wreck.’


  And then the bit that really made me laugh: ‘It is the most awful political show in living memory... even more jaw-droppingly grim than Jeffrey Archer’s chat show.’


  His wasn’t even the nastiest review. That award goes to Charlie Brooker, TV critic of the Guardian, who said, ‘It’s hard trying to work out which of the hosts you’d like to smack in the cakehole first. Morgan spends the entire time looking twice as smug as a man who’s just learnt to fellate himself. Yet miraculously it’s moon-faced putty-nose Platell who snatches first position in the punchability stakes, because there’s something about her that suggests she thinks she’s gorgeous and pouting. It’s a bit like watching a drunken old spinster pinching the waiter’s arse at a wedding reception. Still, there is one remarkable side effect to all this, it is the first political show where the politicians are far the most likable people in the studio.’


  Trailing in a tired third was Rod Liddle’s tribute, also in the Sunday Times, which contained just one good line: ‘Morgan hops around all over the place like a demented kangaroo with Tourette’s.’


  I don’t actually mind bad reviews. In fact, if they’re going to be bad, then you need them to be horrifically, memorably awful, as then the reader thinks the critic has some personal issue with you. The worst bad reviews are the dismissive, non-abusive ones that make your show sound rather pointless.


  If I hadn’t seen Morgan and Platell yet, then these reviews would definitely make me want to tune in, which makes me pleased with the ferocity, although I know it will only serve to confirm the production team’s view that I’m going over the top.


  Spoke to Mum tonight and she was appalled by the reviews.


  ‘Why do they have to be so horrible about you?’ she asked, as any mother would.


  ‘Because – and I know this might come as a shock, Mother – a lot of people do think I’m horrible.’


  15 November


  Eamonn Matthews emailed me some ‘advice’ after watching the Kilroy show again.


  ‘There’s great pace and vigour to the interview, but I think you need to ease up a bit and let the guest answer the questions. Don’t allow me to pull in your wonderful ebullience and TV presence, that’s what makes the show sing.


  ‘But if you can’t get the balance right then the format will fail, and the spin doctors will write us off as lightweight. It is a touch on the tiller, but it must happen or we’re on the rocks. Watch Paxman, he’s the best. He has edginess but he gets stuff from people. Remember, it’s not a gladiatorial contest.’


  So it’s not a gladiatorial contest, but he wants me to be like Paxman, the ultimate TV gladiator.


  I’m not only confused, I’m quite irritated by the patronising tone of this email. I’m not used to being criticised like this. When you’re an editor, you’re the king and nobody would dare say things like this to you. Of course I’m not the king any more, and I know there’s a lot of truth in what he is saying. Eamonn is a highly experienced and talented TV producer. I am still a novice at this TV game, and I know I should stop being so sensitive and start listening for a change, but it really goes against the grain.


  17 November


  Had lunch with Simon Cowell at the Cipriani. I’ve known Simon since my days editing the Bizarre showbiz column on the Sun, and he hasn’t changed a bit. He’s now one of the biggest TV stars in the world, thanks to his cruel judge act on Pop Idol and the US version American Idol. He finds the whole thing hilarious.


  ‘If someone had told me I’d be doing this one day, I’d have laughed them out of my office,’ he said. ‘But I am, and it’s a lot of fun. You just have to take it all with a pinch of salt.’


  We spoke about my various career options.


  ‘You could have a good future in television,’ he said. ‘You just need to make the transition from tabloid editor to TV presenter in the public’s minds. I’d like to work with you on something, let’s think about what it could be and talk again.’


  Simon insisted on paying the bill – he always does – and treated me in exactly the same way as he used to treat me when I was an editor. I like that. I’m amused by how differently people treat me now I’m no longer so ‘important’.


  22 November


  I’m getting quite a few speaking offers at the moment, paying anything from £10,000 to £15,000. There are two types of gig: the after-dinner speech and hosting awards. The former are much easier, because the audiences tend to be smaller and more attentive. The latter can be rowdy, tricky affairs, with up to 1,000 people getting drunk and misbehaving.


  Tonight, I hosted the British Society of Magazine Editors Awards at the Hilton, a lively crowd of some 800 magazine journalists. I thought they might give me a tough time, but they were fine, even laughing at my rather poor Sly Bailey jokes, which were just revised versions of clichéd blonde gags:


  1) ‘I should have seen the warning signs in Sly’s first week I suppose, when she sent me a fax and put a stamp on it.’


  2) ‘But I forgive her for sacking me. Sly herself went through a harrowing dismissal from a workplace. As a teenager she used to work in an M&M’s factory, and got fired for repeatedly throwing out the Ws.’


  When I finished presenting the awards, the organiser ran up, thanked me and said, ‘We’d love you to come and do it again next year.’


  Sure. Easy money.


  23 November


  Janet Street-Porter accepted the ‘media personality’ slot on I’m a Celebrity Get Me Out of Here!, which I turned down, and is making a complete arse of herself.


  For a bright woman with a sharp populist antennae, I think she’s dropped a massive error by agreeing to cavort semi-naked in the jungle. At least her performance has convinced me that my decision was right.


  There really isn’t any amount of money in the world that could possibly compensate for the prospect of a randy Janet straddling my hammock at 2a.m. in a leopardskin bikini with lust in her eyes.


  24 November


  Veronica Wadley offered me a weekly column in the Evening Standard today, and I jumped at the chance. It doesn’t have the biggest circulation in the country, but it is influential, and read by all the top journalists, politicians, etc.


  ‘What do you want me to write?’ I asked.


  ‘Oh, just be yourself,’ she replied. ‘I’m sure you’re not short of a few opinions...’


  Some will see doing a column in the Standard as a bit of a comedown from editing a national paper, but I don’t care. I’ve always enjoyed writing, but never got much of a chance to do any when I was an editor. And it’s not like it’s my new full-time day job, though having said that, what is?


  Am I a TV presenter, a journalist, a columnist, an author, a public speaker or, as most of the public seem to believe, just the idiot who got hoaxed by those Iraqi photos?


  Perhaps it doesn’t matter, though. At least this way I can’t be sacked again, because I can always claim that whatever I was sacked from wasn’t my proper job anyway.


  4 December


  Took Rob McGibbon to watch Arsenal play Birmingham in the Premiership. On the way back the Mercedes I’ve kept from my editing years started making strange chugging noises, slowed down and then stopped bang in the middle of the frantically busy Holburn Viaduct.


  We pushed it to one side and tried to work out what was wrong.


  ‘Must be electrical,’ I said.


  ‘Or mechanical?’ Rob suggested.


  Neither of us had a clue.


  I called Mercedes, but nobody was answering the phones at the various places I had in my contacts book, and as it was Saturday, most garages were shut, so eventually I gave up and called a breakdown service to help.


  I turned on the car TV while we waited, and Morgan and Platell happened to be airing on Channel 4.


  ‘Oh, God,’ said Rob, ‘to be in a car lumbered with two Piers Morgans is more than anyone should suffer.’


  Bored with waiting, and with listening to myself bang on about Europe on TV, I tracked down a number for Mercedes headquarters in Germany and they put me through to an engineer.


  By now we’d been sitting there for nearly an hour.


  I explained what had happened, and he offered a number of possible reasons for the problem.


  As he spoke, the breakdown man arrived and set to work.


  My German friend then casually asked, ‘I assume you have petrol?’


  I laughed. ‘Of course I do.’


  Then I looked at the gauge, which showed I had no petrol at all.


  ‘Erm, actually, I might be out of petrol.’


  The breakdown man stared at me in disbelief.


  I thanked the engineer and hung up, then asked the breakdown man if he could lend me some petrol. He sighed and poured in half a gallon. I turned the key in the ignition and the car started as normal.


  Rob was curled up in a little ball by this time, convulsed with shame and joyous laughter.


  10 December


  Bertie had his nativity play today and the omens were not good. At the summer nursery school ballet performance back in July, he had been required to don a tutu, something that provoked considerable mirth in his two older brothers.


  ‘You’ve got to wear a dress, you girl,’ said Stanley, helpfully, as Bertie headed off to school that morning. Bertie’s angry young eyes suggested this might not be a foregone conclusion, and sure enough, he was nowhere to be seen as the other kids pranced about on stage.


  Eventually he was frogmarched out by two teachers, fuming in his combat trousers. Bertie wriggled free, ran to the front of the stage and shouted at the top of his voice, ‘I don’t do bloody ballet.’ An announcement that caused equal measures of horror and hilarity among the audience. I regret to say that I belonged in the latter camp. I’m not sure I want my sons doing ‘bloody ballet’ either.


  Today he was supposed to be a star in the nativity play, and he seemed even more furious. I watched from a few rows back as he was once again frogmarched out against his will, and not in costume, during a touching rendition of ‘Away in a Manger’ by his schoolfriends. Bertie, snarling menacingly, aimed a whack at Joseph before turning to the ensemble and shouting at the top of his voice, ‘SHUT UP, YOU FREAKS!’


  17 December


  It was the fabled GQ Christmas lunch today, much enlivened this year by the performance of one Rod Liddle. We have certain things in common: he, too, got sacked – as editor of the Today radio show – and we both drink too much and have a penchant for attractive blondes. There, the similarity ends rather abruptly, at least in Liddle’s eyes. He is one of those guys who exudes an air of intellectual arrogance and pomposity. And the few times I’ve met him, he’s expelled that air right in my face, as if the concept of even talking to me is somehow beneath his intelligence and stature. Which makes me laugh, because to me he’s just a fattening old whinger in his forties with terrible – and I mean shocking – teeth.


  Anyway, his most recent clever contribution to intellectual debate has been to have an affair with a twenty-two-year-old girl who works at the Spectator called Alicia Monckton. His wife Rachel Royce kicked him out and the mutual slanging match has gone on all summer – poor old Liddle’s rapidly become the laughing stock of London’s chatteringly dull literary classes.


  I was sat on his table at lunch, but he barely exchanged a word with me, preferring to throw as much alcohol down his neck as he could.


  As lunch drifted into early evening drinks in one of those dark throbbing dens of iniquity that Dylan Jones specialises in, I found myself sitting on a sofa with Miss Monckton. Liddle, it seemed, had been dragged away by an urgent work-related matter.


  To my surprise, Alicia was rather good fun.


  ‘I’ve got to ask, what on earth is a girl like you doing with that revolting old goat Liddle?’ I said, as another tray of mojitos arrived.


  She giggled: ‘Oh, I love him. He’s the only man in the world for me.’


  It was my turn to giggle. ‘Alicia, I wouldn’t be quite so hasty about that if I were you.’


  ‘But Rod’s so clever and funny,’ she insisted.


  ‘Yes, well so is Dawn French, but I manage to keep a lid on my burning sexual desire for her.’


  Alicia’s phone rang; it was Liddle. She refused to answer.


  ‘He’s always calling me when I’m at things like this, I think he gets jealous.’


  The phone rang incessantly, but she just laughed and let it ring off.


  ‘I think you should answer it and say you’re having a nice drink with me and I’m looking after you really well,’ I said.


  She burst out laughing. ‘Oh my god, he’d go completely crazy if I did that.’


  ‘Exactly.’


  Two more mojitos arrived and her phone kept ringing. This was a desperate man.


  ‘Go on, answer it and wind him up a bit; it will be amusing if nothing else.’


  Alicia giggled and answered.


  ‘Hi darling.’


  I could hear a man’s voice ranting and raving in the background.


  ‘Calm down, Rod, I’m just having a drink with a few of the GQ crowd...’


  More ranting and raving, a bit louder this time.


  ‘Oh, you know, Piers Morgan and—’


  If Vesuvius had erupted at that moment it couldn’t have made a bigger noise than the roar of fury that emanated from Alicia Monckton’s mobile.


  ‘Rod, don’t be so ridiculous, we’re just having a drink.’


  As she’d predicted, he was going completely crazy.


  ‘Tell him we’re just going to have a dance,’ I mouthed. Anything to increase his torment.


  ‘We’re just going to ... Rod, stop it ... Please, Rod, just calm down, you’re being ridiculous.’


  Eventually she hung up.


  ‘He’s not happy,’ she said with a grin.


  ‘Another mojito?’ I replied.


  Fifteen minutes later a huge commotion erupted near the club’s entrance.


  A large, sweaty man with wild hair was tussling with security men, trying to get in. Closer inspection revealed it was Liddle.


  Seconds later he was charging through the startled guests like an elephant after too many Red Bulls, shouting, ‘Where’s Alicia?’


  ‘Oh dear,’ she said.


  He looked demented. His eyes were out on stalks and he was foaming gently from the right side of his mouth; his hair was all over the place and his appalling teeth were bared ferociously. The wild man of Borneo reborn.


  ‘What the FUCK do you think you’re doing?’ he shouted.


  Alicia had the look of someone who had seen it all before, many times.


  ‘Rod, don’t make a spectacle of yourself, come and sit down.’


  ‘No, I won’t fucking sit down. What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’


  ‘I’m having a drink,’ she said calmly.


  He stared at me, death in his eyes. ‘Why don’t you just fuck off?’


  I laughed. ‘Now, Rod, why don’t you calm down like Alicia suggested. It’s all perfectly innocent...’


  He turned back to Alicia, who suddenly looked about fourteen.


  ‘I turn my back for one fucking minute and this is what you do?’


  Liddle, unfortunately, looked and sounded about eighty-seven.


  I made my excuses and left the grim domestic scene.


  8 January


  I’ve taken the boys to Portugal for a week, and tonight Spencer and I braved the Sheraton Hotel bar, where a German singer/guitarist was performing.


  To say he was bad would be to insult the legions of really bad musicians out there. This guy was off-the-dial bad, an evil cocktail of karaoke and techno, with a dash of Joe Dolce.


  We amused ourselves by asking him to play some of our favourite songs, then watching him absolutely murder them.


  ‘He’s really terrible, isn’t he, Dad?’ said Spencer after ‘Moon River’ had been annihilated.


  ‘Son, this is historic stuff. I
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