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			Prologue

			A Friday in February 

			‘It’s all backing up between junctions six and five anti-clockwise at Clacket Lane services. Avoid it if you can because no one’s going anywhere anytime soon ‒ just like our Charlie Traffic! Next up, it’s Chris Rea with The Road to Hell …’

			Charlie Bold placed her meal deal on her desk and declared it was officially lunchtime. Her announcement was not made to the vast and shiny industrial-style open-plan office but to herself, in her head. If no one expected you to speak, no one would be listening. And even if she did talk out loud, she’d never be heard above the banter and egos at Orbital FM, the only radio station dedicated to the M25 motorway.

			Besides, for most of the millennials here, their bento boxes and baguettes, salads and wraps were demolished by mid-morning: they were either feeding hangovers, unfamiliar with the concept of delayed gratification or too ‘mad and crazy’ to stick to convention.

			Charlie, though, always waited until she was back from the studio’s 1 p.m. bulletin when she handed a script of the latest travel information to the DJ, who’d read it out before the news and weather. With a full stomach she’d be sluggish ‒ when she came anywhere near a bright red ‘on air’ sign, she needed to be alert so she could react to any possible rug-pulling. She knew only too well how tears of bitter disappointment played havoc with the fader button on a broadcasting desk.

			Not that she told anyone that was why she stuck to her ritual. Not that anyone really mentioned it any more ‒ it was old gossip. Apart from Zoe, who occasionally dared to make hopeful noises about Charlie possibly going out with her for a bite or deviating from her same daily choice from Boots. But why would Charlie risk having something else and not liking it? She knew where she was with her Simply Ham sandwich, which she now liberated from the cardboard by the nine-times-out-of-ten reliable top left-hand corner.

			Next, she perfectly pinched apart a packet of Walkers ready salted crisps and unscrewed a no-bits orange juice, leaving the cap on in case of spillages.

			She checked the time on the huge green-figured digital clock on the news desk wall at the far end of the room, noting it was 13.07. As it was every day when she sat down to eat. But she felt neither pleasure nor boredom, just relief. She had been able to do her job satisfactorily minus any unexpected curveballs which would’ve thrown her out of her comfort zone and into danger. Some craved the spotlight but she would rather stay in the safety of the shadows. And that was fine, she told herself as she tucked into the adequate wholemeal sarnie, totally fine, because there was a place for everyone. Even here in competitive dog-savage-dog London. Because while Orbital FM’s award-winning cheeky chatter and bouncy beats ‒ ‘keeping you moving even when your wheels aren’t’ ‒ was the filling, their half a million listeners also tuned in for the four-times-an-hour bread and butter updates of junction closures and tailbacks, accidents and speed restrictions. And that was down to Charlie leading its coverage of all 117 miles of the circular road across 5 counties and 31 junctions.

			A slurping sound approached and Charlie saw Zoe wiggling towards her from The Service Station, the kitchen area made up of retro booths, American fridge, posh coffee machine and a NutriBullet. Her scarlet lips were puckered on a straw of just-whizzed murky-brown liquid, signalling a new phase of cleanse that would last as long as the Big Mac she’d wolf down tomorrow.

			‘Let me guess, babe,’ Zoe said, her eyebrows disappearing under the bangs of her sleek black shoulder-length bob, ‘Mediterranean roasted eel with pig trotter hummus today, is it?’

			Charlie offered her uniform sweet smile. ‘Oh, do piss off,’ she said in a low voice which only her friend could hear.

			Zoe cackled more than generously as she slid onto her chair. She understood Charlie wouldn’t dream of talking like that, or of even talking, to anyone else. But then having worked together for eight years, she knew how high Charlie’s rising star had soared, when she was full of life, and how far she had fallen two years ago, how introverted she had become. To the rest, the dynamic twenty-somethings, she was a shy and quiet has-been on the road to nowhere, not to mention ‘ancient’ at thirty-three. She was pitied too for her career collapse, the memory of which still made her toes, legs, in fact her entire body curl with humiliation. If only there was a serum she could apply to her brain like the one she doused on her corkscrew blonde hair before she tied it into a straitjacket of a plait. Mind you, being tucked away in the corner next to media sales, monitoring the jams and crashes, diversions and dropped loads was quite good for that.

			

			She was known as ‘Charlie Traffic’ ‒ a jolly term of affection originally coined by her boyfriend Jonny Kay, the breakfast DJ, which among the go-getters caused hilarity: she was stuck in a rut with the lights permanently on red. And what kind of a freak worked in radio when she was mute in front of a microphone? How had she got away with it for so long? The listeners were in on it too ‒ thanks to the ‘wacky’ jockeys who’d trail her arrival for the traffic news with an oh-so-funny horn-beeping sound effect, which mocked her self-imposed muzzle. 

			

			She’d sucked up the ridicule, lucky to still have a job, glad she hadn’t had the shame of having to leave ‒ unlike some people. Sometimes, but no longer, Charlie had thought she should have walked after her meltdown but then what else would she have done? Where would she have gone? Born and bred in Watford, at uni in London where she’d now lived for a decade, she’d never been outside the metropolitan area for longer than a holiday or to see friends. At least she could convince herself she was still in the thick of things and played a vital role. And with Zoe beside her, who’d chosen Charlie’s side when everything had gone so disastrously wrong, she had someone to talk to and joke with. Although sometimes, like now, as Zoe thrust her Psychologies magazine at her, it got a bit much.

			‘No, ta,’ Charlie said, sliding it back to her. ‘Personal development isn’t really my thing, is it?’

			‘I know,’ Zoe said, arching a groomed eyebrow, ‘that’s why you should try it, babe. I remember when—’

			‘Not today, thank you.’ Charlie put her fingers in her ears.

			Zoe held up her hands. ‘Suit yourself but I know there’s some fight left in you …’

			Charlie shook her head, crunching on her crisps. Nope. Zoe was wrong. Fighting meant you faced up to your fears, which meant you admitted they existed. Denial was much better: it kept anxiety at bay and that was how Charlie wanted to live. She was … happy with that? Happy was the wrong word; she was comfortable with the hand she’d been dealt. Predictable was good enough. End of. Zoe sighed then got up and put on her suit jacket.

			‘Right, laters,’ she said. ‘I’ve got to see a man about some tyres. And then I’m on the road all next week visiting M25 attractions in the vain hope someone will cough up for some airtime. Have a good weekend, my darling, I’m on the phone if you need me … Oh, by the way, I might need to call you tomorrow. That guy who I thought was really into me, he’s being coy about tonight after my fat thumbs incident. It doesn’t bode well, does it?’

			

			It didn’t ‒ no matter how much you liked someone, you’d be put off if they’d stalked your Facebook and accidentally ‘liked’ a semi-naked baby photo you’d been tagged in. But she’d wait until Zoe wanted to hear it. ‘Just remember if he isn’t making you feel good then he’s not right for you,’ she said tactfully instead.

			Then with a wave goodbye, Charlie sipped her lukewarm OJ, musing at the ridiculous position she was in as chief romantic adviser to not just Zoe but Charlie’s broken-hearted best friend and flatmate, Libby, who’d finished with her boyfriend because he had baulked at the idea of moving in.

			Charlie’s love life hadn’t exactly been straightforward ‒ things had got off to a bumpy start with Jonny through a silly but still painful misunderstanding. It’d been over within three months the first time but she had locked that away in a file marked Jonny Come Lately. When they rekindled their relationship, the gear changes didn’t crunch, they were smooth and effortless. Before him, she’d had a few flings with unsuitables ‒ that made her certain Jonny was The One. In nine months they hadn’t had a single argument, they had too many shared interests. She knew people wondered what on earth they had in common: in public he was the party dude with the high-energy personality, his golden boy act matching his hair. In private though he was totally different, less confident and more vulnerable, that was the real him, the twenty-one-hours-a-day Jonny who withdrew when he wasn’t presenting. People thought breakfast DJs were still like the 1990s Chris Evans, turning up drunk to work on no sleep after hanging out with rock stars and supermodels. Some of the big ones perhaps still were, but Jonny was the opposite: uber-professional, his chillaxed exterior built upon the foundations of being bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, well researched, and a bit of acting. Thrilled that he had chosen her, she would blossom when his misted silver-mirror eyes focused on her, letting her have her say when no one else allowed her to finish a sentence. He even developed some of her ideas for his show: the Going The Extra Mile Gongs for everyday hero drivers, Van Man Says talking heads and the Morning Fry-Up showbiz segment which awarded crispy bacon status to cool celebs and cold toast to Z-listers. She was really proud of that, and of him ‒ he was a natural in the limelight, far more so than she had ever been and his success was hers. 

			While she had grafted away for her success, he’d climbed the ranks quickly; there was no bitterness, she felt she’d passed the baton on to him. Things between them were flawless ‒ they’d got over what had happened on their previous go, the mistakes that had been made, and it felt like a grown-up relationship.

			Maybe that was why her friends held her in high agony aunt esteem. As if she was better at being an adult. She had the experience of good following bad and intuitively she could see the grey in black and white situations. And by being a listener rather than a talker, she was certainly good at observing people. Whatever, it at least made her feel useful. She finished her lunch and then let her eyes relax, blocking out the roars from the ‘playground’ area where the lads were racing Grand Prix circuits on the Xbox. Her breathing slowed as she rolled her neck and stared at the reflection of her face in the computer screen. As her vision glazed, she saw herself become two and her mind began to wander ‒ there was the Charlie who she was and the Charlie who she had been: adventurous and perky, going with the flow and letting it roll, from school to uni, from hospital radio to here, where she began as a runner and then worked her way up within a few years to be offered a shift behind the microphone, destined to become the nation’s favourite DJ … the Radio Personality of the Year Charlie Bold … Charlie … CHARLIE!

			Her boss, Stig Costello, was calling her. Not ratings-puller Charlie Bold. But the Charlie Bold who’d crumpled when the pressure got too much, who’d been found out, and who did a good line in radio silence. There was no disappointment at her daydream bubble bursting ‒ she had accepted her lot long ago.

			‘Got a sec?’ he said from his metal door, where his bald head shone beneath a trendy exposed pipe.

			She headed over, her trainers squeaking on the concrete floor, not worried about being summoned to the station manager’s see-through cubicle: he’d just joined on Monday and was in the process of meeting and greeting every member of staff. He’d obviously read her notes and picked her on a Friday afternoon because she’d be amenable and brief. He gave her a solid handshake and pointed at one of the posh white leather sofas before he shut them in, offering her a bottle of sparkling water from his fridge. She refused, out of habit, because fizzy gave her the hiccups ‒ they were the enemy of live broadcasting.

			‘So, Charlie …’ he said, sitting down, crossing his legs and poking his heavy square-framed black specs up his nose, ‘… how are things going?’

			‘Fine … good.’ She kept it short because she was due to handover to Jessa, her second in command who covered the afternoon and evening shift, plus she had to do a write-up for Billy, who was in the hot seat overnight.

			‘Excellent, excellent.’ He arched his fingers in a steeple like a caring, sharing corporate cliché and then leaned forwards to impart his wisdom. ‘Charlie, I’m refreshing the brand to bring it even closer to our audience.’

			New station managers ‒ of which there’d been a few in her time ‒ spouted this kind of thing: they wanted to make their mark. Increase listeners and advertising: profits, in other words. So she nodded and thought of her list: her ever-present mental compilation of what she had to do, which kept her focused and gave her a sense of achievement. Parmesan, she’d get that on the way home; it was change-the-sheets night; she’d do her nails afterwards … Meanwhile Stig was droning on about his plan and she caught a few words. ‘RAJAR figures …’ Would she go light or dark? ‘… market trend …’ Plum? Dark grey? ‘… digital share …’ Dark grey, actually, because she had nearly finished the varnish. ‘… changes to personnel …’ She could buy a new polish on Monday when she got her meal deal. ‘… which will affect you.’

			‘Sorry?’ Me? What was he talking about? She headed up traffic. Orbital FM was all about traffic.

			‘Traffic is going to be incorporated into broadcast roles.’

			Oh my God, what? Her stomach lurched. Traffic wasn’t an add-on for amateurs! What if they got their clockwises mixed up with their anti-clockwises? Their northbounds with their southbounds? It was a matter in its own right, not to be bandied about with lining-up guests and collating responses to the phone-in on ‘what’s the most embarrassing thing that’s ever happened to you on the M25?’.

			‘We want to make it more human … we’re going to have personalities presenting the traffic.’

			She heard a car engine splutter, cough and die. Everyone knew she didn’t go on the airwaves.

			‘I’m afraid your position and the department is being made redundant.’

			Charlie felt the blood draining from her face and her stomach dropping to her bowels. She tried to slam on the brakes but panic, her old foe, hit the gas pedal. Her heart was racing and the dizziness, oh shit, she felt sick and that took her right back … She blinked hard and swallowed back the bitter taste of ready salted crisps, ham and orange juice. Nine years she had made the position her own ‒ updating the website, the Twitter feed, the Facebook page … she had the Highways Agency and AA on speed dial and she could tell by the way vehicles bunched up on the bank of traffic cameras how long a delay would be. She was the traffic. She’d never complained, not in public anyway, and she was thorough, dedicated, hard-working, all of those things which had been in her annual appraisals. But then her balloon of pride was pricked by the one thing she couldn’t offer. Personality. She shut her eyes and sank, her shoulders dropping as the truth hit her: they didn’t care if she knew her Potters Bar from her Dartford Crossing or her junction 1a from her 15. They wanted a traffic geezer or gal to crack a few gags with the DJ. They wanted her out.

			‘You are very welcome to apply for a role and—’

			‘No.’ She wasn’t going to put herself through that. Not a chance. ‘What are my options?’

			‘Redundancy or a transfer to a sister station.’

			He didn’t even try to convince her to rethink. He pushed on, prepared, reaching for a piece of paper on his desk. His eyes ran down the page as he cited a credit controller in Reading, software developer in Glasgow, sound engineer in Chelmsford, sales in Bristol … then he stopped. ‘What about this? Presenter assistant in Swansea. Sunshine FM. Smaller than here, a bit less money, a sideways move but it’s in your field. There are very few openings for your level, I’m afraid. Cuts everywhere. They’ll need to know Monday morning. I can deal with it.’

			Stig looked at his watch. Her time was up. It was that simple. It was Wales or nothing.

			‘OK,’ she said, beaten.

			‘Is the correct answer,’ Stig smiled. ‘You’ve had a good run here.’

			By which he meant her lack of charisma had caught up with her. She couldn’t argue back ‒ hadn’t she always expected that?

			She got to her feet, her head trailing behind as if she was going the wrong way on a roundabout. Tears filled her eyes and she walked through a kaleidoscope of faces to her desk, where she spent the rest of her shift in shock. No one noticed any difference from her normal behaviour. When she left on jellied legs, her brain was so numb she barely registered the icy blast of the February afternoon at the bus stop and she spent the journey in an anaesthetised state, her head resting against the greasy window of the bus from Hayes to Fulham. She managed a shaky text to Jonny ‒ he was so sorry and he’d cancel Pilates if she’d like … But no, she just wanted to be alone. Charlie made it on autopilot to her front step where she scrambled with her keys, unable to recognise the right one. Libby must’ve heard her because the door of the grand Georgian two-bed ground-floor flat opened. Thank God she’d made it home to her sanctuary ‒ to their apartment which they’d shared for ten years, having been friends since their media studies degree days. This was her cocoon, a safe haven that would hold her tight for as long as she needed. Charlie felt guilty for a moment because she was only thinking of herself, knowing she wouldn’t be kicked out because Libby was single again. It was too early to consider living with Jonny: they had all the time in the world together. And she hadn’t farted in front of him yet.

			‘Libby,’ she croaked. Then she saw James behind her, his upright civil servant figure in the hallway. Libby’s ex. And they were both beaming. A hand went up in front of her eyes ‒ Libby was wearing a ring. A diamond.

			‘He came to his senses! He’s proposed! He’s moving in!’ she said, leaping onto Charlie, oblivious to her distress. ‘If it wasn’t for you telling me to let him stew! We’re going to the pub to celebrate. Coming?’

			‘Brilliant! Amazing!’ she tried. ‘But I can’t.’ In a robotic voice, she explained into Libby’s tumbling red hair, ‘I’ve got defrosted spaghetti bolognese. It has to be eaten tonight.’

			Libby burst out laughing and Charlie was being lifted off the floor in a hug which James joined. This was hell ‒ she was in an engagement sandwich of ecstasy and she couldn’t breathe.

			‘You are funny!’ Libby said, letting her go, only now seeing Charlie’s blotchy face. ‘Shit, are you OK?’

			‘I’ve lost my job.’ And by the looks of it, her home too. Then, the horrible realisation: the geographical distance could also threaten things with Jonny. This was the most terrifying moment of her life yet: her foundations had crumbled and the fluffy duck-down duvet of her comfort zone had been ripped off, exposing her to the elements.

			‘Oh, mate, oh no, what happened? Come and tell me in the pub,’ Libby said, grabbing a coat off the peg then threading her arm through Charlie’s. ‘Come on.’

			But Charlie couldn’t move. ‘My spag bol. If I don’t eat it tonight I’ll have to throw it away.’

			‘What?’ Libby took a step back and looked at her. Then she guffawed. A second later she realised Charlie wasn’t joining in. ‘Are you being serious? You are being serious.’ Her voice softened as concern took over. ‘Charlie, it’s not important.’

			‘It is,’ she said, allowing herself to be led into the lounge. ‘That’s what I’ve planned.’

			Libby guided her to the sofa and crouched to her knees so they were at eye level. ‘Plans can change, you know,’ she said with kindness.

			Charlie said nothing, even though inside she was roaring; she didn’t want the plans to change, she didn’t want life to happen to her. She wanted things to stay the same, to remain in control. Spontaneity was the enemy: it made the horizon dip and rise and she wanted it to be flat and true. Navigable and constant.

			‘Look, listen, you’ll be OK. I know you’re scared. But … maybe this is what you need? Things can’t go on like this forever.’

			‘Why not?’ she sobbed, breaking down.

			‘Because they can’t. Because that’s life. And good things can happen if you let them. Charlie, you can’t tell me you’re happy living like this? You’ve been like this for too long.’

			Libby rubbed her back and folded her into her arms, letting Charlie cry until her weeping became a shaky whimper.

			‘I’ve lost everything. In one day,’ she sniffed, wiping her nose on the cuff of her waterproof sleeve. ‘It’s either reapply for a new role but I’d have to go on the radio, redundancy or a transfer to Swansea. I don’t know anything about Swansea … only that it’s at junctions forty-four and forty-five on the M4.’ Christ, I’m so dull even in the midst of chaos, Charlie thought. ‘If I take the pay-off, how long will that last? I can’t afford not to work.’

			‘I can ask around,’ Libby said. ‘But the BBC isn’t exactly expanding.’

			‘I’m going to be miles from everyone, from you, from Jonny.’

			‘We’ll still be here! And if you’re meant to be, you two will survive the long-distance thing. Or,’ she said, biting her lip so Charlie knew what was coming, ‘you could tackle your demons? Reapply at Orbital. Could be less of an upheaval. Easier than going to Wales?’

			‘Absolutely not,’ she said, violently. ‘No way.’

			‘It’s just confidence. Because you never shut up at home, you’ve got to conquer this at some point or—’

			Charlie ignored her. ‘This is hopeless. This is my worst nightmare. How did this happen?’

			Suddenly, Libby’s jaw dropped open. ‘Oh my God, do you remember when we did those lists?’

			Ten years ago when Charlie had flown the nest, got herself a waitress job and was volunteering at hospital radio, before moving into Libby’s flat, bought thanks to the bank of her mum and dad, they’d been different people.

			‘The things we said we’d do by the time we were thirty. You said you were going to live abroad! You could tick that off if you went to Wales!’

			‘I also said I’d be a breakfast DJ, I’d own my own place and be planning my barefoot beach wedding.’

			‘Yeah, well, I said I’d be a foreign correspondent in some war-torn region. The closest I get is introducing the news at ten,’ she said in perfect Home Counties received pronunciation. ‘There’s not much call for continuity announcers in flak jackets. But my point is, you need a new list. Not a shopping list or one of your to-do lists. One with new goals. Because you can do this. You can take a chance. You can seize the day if you want to.’

			‘In Swansea?’ Charlie buried her face in her hands.

			‘Why don’t you go and then while you’re there look for something else back here? Try it. I know you like to be the one giving out the advice but perhaps it’s time you took some instead?’

			There it was: the often-mentioned hint that Charlie was blind only to her own dilemmas, which was absolutely not true: she knew what she had to do.

			‘Look … you two go to the pub, I’ll get myself sorted here. I’m so chuffed for you, really, it’s brilliant and I’m so sorry I’ve brought you down … I’ll pop along later, maybe. Or call Jonny.’ She would do neither.

			

			After ten minutes of convincing Libby, Charlie was trying to come to terms with the future as an unknown quantity. She’d had it all mapped out, her days timetabled precisely so she could avoid anything which would cause her uncertainty. Choir on a Monday night, Jonny over on a Wednesday and Saturday, drinks with Libby on a Thursday, brunch at The Brasserie and housework on Sundays. Of course, it had been pointed out to her that by planning everything to the exact second meant she wasn’t planning for the long term at all: what about going for promotion, buying a place? Especially at her age … But that involved risk and thinking on her feet ‒ and look what had happened when she’d done that. Order and self-regulation had saved her. Or at least, she thought it had. The only guarantee she had now was a bowl of reheated pasta. Beyond that, she was no longer in the driving seat but a passenger of anxiety. In her room, she pulled the curtains, got into her tartan fleece pyjamas, changed the sheets ‒ it was Friday after all ‒ and crawled into bed to feel the weight of her covers and switched on Friends. And as the light fell, she saw there was only one way of coping. She’d get through this blip ‒ which it would be, because there was no way she was going to leave London for good ‒ by considering Wales as more of the same. More proof she was a failure. At least she knew how to do that.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			A month later …

		

	
		
			

			

			

			1

			‘Keep those brollies handy because it’s raining cats and Welsh corgis. But as long as you stay with Sunshine FM, the sun will always be shining!’

			The number 2A bus leaving Swansea’s concrete city centre was destined for Mumbles.

			If ever there was a bad omen, this was it. On the bright side though, being barely audible, Charlie would fit right in, she thought as she went halfway up to an aisle seat.

			The air onboard smelt of wet dog, courtesy of the torrential downpour which hadn’t let up since she’d arrived last night. She buried her nose into her scarf that she’d sprinkled with lavender oil for keeping-calm reasons. Of which there were many: top of her list were first-day nerves at Sunshine FM. Meeting new people, not knowing where the loo was, getting to grips with her job, finding somewhere to buy a ham sandwich, the prospect of getting lost … all that and a wealth of uncharted variables which could reduce her to a quivering mess. Beneath that was the underlying bottomless terror of the unknown which had tormented her over the last four weeks. She was exhausted from the fight or flight reflex which made sleep so difficult. She’d tried warm milk and hot baths, placing the junctions of the M25 in alphabetical order and doing it backwards, but it was usually 2 a.m. before she dozed off. And then she’d wake herself up with a jerk at five, suddenly remembering her crisis. Because she’d looked and looked for jobs in London, but there was nothing suitable. Something wouldn’t ‘turn up’, not in time to pay the rent anyway: Swansea was all there was. At work, she’d struggled through, barely touching her meal deal, her adrenalin spiking and biting every time someone gave her a look of sympathy or a smirk. Her duties fell away from her as she retrained the three bullish replacements who began to turn to her colleagues, Jessa and Billy, who’d decided they wanted to be part of the revolution. 

			On her last day, she cleared her desk with trembling fingers, then told Zoe she was nipping to the loo before the inevitable presentation of a farewell present ‒ and slipped out. Just as painful was packing up her possessions and storing them at Mum and Dad’s, having to face their barely concealed concern over what the hell was going to happen to her. The pressure of two pairs of hopeful eyes on her was immense: she was an only child and felt she had to succeed for them, not just herself. ‘You’ll be back before you know it, love!’ Mum had said as Dad chipped in unhelpfully, ‘Think of it as an adventure!’

			Charlie didn’t do adventure though. Nor temporary. And therein was another worry: she wasn’t used to living out of a holdall and forging superficial relationships. Pep talks from Libby and Zoe, God love them, were filled with Facebook clichés ‒ feel the fear and do it anyway ‒ of which she had an interminable loathing.

			Both of them had offered to wave her off from Paddington yesterday but she’d refused ‒ she’d had to pretend she’d taken their motivational quotes on board because she didn’t want them worrying. And she’d pooped enough all over Libby’s party. She’d been reassured there’d always be a bed for her but she’d heard them discussing turning Charlie’s hideaway into ‘the spare room’. As for Zoe, she was back on Tinder and had two dates lined up that afternoon.

			It was Jonny she’d needed to get her on board. He understood she could never put herself in front of a microphone again. He had agreed emphatically that she had to go to Wales ‒ a blank CV would ruin her chances of ever coming back to London. Swansea would be the means to an end and their relationship would endure. They’d have weekends: he’d swap his Friday Pilates for a week night so they could be together. And then once this blip was over, they could plan their future of homemade toasted granola and weekend walks in the park. She was so grateful he hadn’t reacted with a wild ‘move in with me’ pledge. Jonny understood the practicalities of life: his flat was too small for two and she needed to earn her own money. Equals in everything, from their height of five foot six to their age, even down to the same month of December, they should do it properly when the time came … And so it was bittersweet staring into his gentle eyes before kissing him goodbye, inhaling his talcum-powdered smell and touching the soft blond nape of his neck. As much as he wanted to run alongside her as she leaned out of the carriage until the platform ran out, he didn’t want her to get her head chopped off.

			On the train, she’d realised she knew nothing beyond where she was going to be living and working. It was out of character ‒ she knew the M25 better than the back of her own hand. It was denial. Swansea would be a place to live and a place to work. That was all. She would function within them and escape as soon as she could. As far as her role was concerned, she could do assistant to the presenter with her eyes closed ‒ planning and researching for radio shows had been where she’d learnt the ropes, as simple as generating ideas, booking guests, writing scripts and general admin.

			The third chopped off her salary was a worry but what would she need to spend in Wales? And she was surprised to find this shutting down, this wearing of blinkers helped to contain the spasms of fear, which peaked when she stepped out onto the grubby pavement outside Swansea Station where the words ‘Ambition is critical …’ were engraved in a red font. Ambition? Here? This was a dead end, surely? Well, it would be for her ‒ she’d be using it as a place to perform a three-point-turn as soon as she could.

			Home was a short walk away in an even shorter-lease room found on Airbnb, miles from the high ceilings, airy space, original features and bijou decked garden she was used to in bustling Fulham. The squat pebble-dashed Victorian terrace was tucked away in a drab side street which stank of the chippy opposite. Her live-in landlady Genevieve ‘but call me Gen’ answered the door with pins in her mouth and a tape measure round her shoulders. Willowy and as slim as a needle, she had piled her thick silver hair into a chignon held in place by a pencil and her bewitching deep-blue eyes matched the colour of her denim shirt dress. In her elegant Scottish accent, she offered tea, telly and extra pillows ‒ plus an apology for her framed sweary cross stitch creations which decorated the hall with ‘f’ words. But Charlie shut herself away in her cosy bedroom burrowing herself under the throws and cushions, where she allowed herself a dollop of self-pity, another fruitless job search on her phone and the rest of the ham sandwich she hadn’t eaten on the train. 

			

			Their paths didn’t cross in the morning ‒ Charlie was up and out before Gen, eating her breakfast in silence without the usual company of Jonny’s show on the radio. She didn’t want to wake her up and be forced to make conversation with someone who would one day be a fleeting memory. When Charlie rang Sunshine FM last week to check her hours, the woman, Tina someone-or-other, said she should come in around nine-ish. But because Charlie didn’t do ‘ish’, it was a little after 8 a.m. when she caught the bus from the central terminal. It weaved its way through the city before pulling in at the boxy university, Soviet Bloc-style hospital and then chugged along a boring A-road running parallel to the silent grey sea, which was metres out, leaving a yawn of muddy sand.

			She couldn’t help it and she knew she sounded like one of those London types but Charlie was looking down her nose at the place. It looked cheap and nasty, beige-bricked and characterless. Like a graveyard. It failed on every level compared to her beloved capital ‒ there was no buzz, no bustle, just a depressed deflated air of a so-called city. Where was the edge? Where was the romance?

			‘Terrible this traffic, awful,’ said the old lady beside her in the window seat. Charlie ignored the mad woman. No one spoke to anyone on public transport, did they?

			‘I said,’ she repeated louder, ‘this traffic, it’s awful terrible.’

			A hand touched her arm. Charlie looked at the wrinkly face poking out of a transparent rain bonnet which was tied with a neat bow at her hairy chin. She was waiting expectantly for Charlie to answer. This was not terrible traffic whatsoever. They were moving and there were no roadworks. It wasn’t bumper-to-bumper M25, the biggest car park in the world, was it?

			‘Mmm,’ she replied, turning her head away.

			‘Although I can’t moan. I’ve got buses to thank for my family. I met my husband on one in a traffic jam.’

			Here we go, Charlie thought, the crazy lady’s off on one.

			‘We were next to each other, like you and me are now, started off strangers and by the time we got to Sketty he’d asked me to go to the pictures with him!’

			What a letch.

			‘I said no, but he came into Kristy’s, the bakery where I worked, for a cream bun every day until I said yes.’

			An elbow in her ribs demanded a response.

			‘Nice,’ Charlie said reluctantly.

			‘Sixteen grandchildren, we had. He missed the seventeenth.’

			‘Oh, dear,’ Charlie said, doing a sympathy face.

			‘Oh, dear?’ she said, getting up as the bus driver announced ‘BLACKPILL!’. ‘The old bastard collapsed when he was knocking off her next door. Served him right.’

			Where was the romance, indeed? The guy in the shiny suit with a footballer’s gelled quiff was having a shot, she noticed, with a girl across from him, giving her a smile and a wink. She was interested, Charlie could tell by the way she flicked her hair. Back home, you’d do anything to avoid eye contact ‒ that was the point of reading a book, wasn’t it, so you could focus on that rather than other people, who were nutters until proven otherwise.

			Charlie put her ear buds in to switch off, not to listen to anything, because she needed to hear when it was her stop, but to prevent anyone else talking to her. She wished she could tune out though ‒ the driver had the radio on and it was a total dirge. Some miserable old git was moaning about the weather and now he was introducing I Don’t Like Mondays by The Boomtown Rats. Jesus Christ, listeners would be weeping into their cornflakes.

			She focused on her lap for the rest of the journey, repeating ‘this too will pass’ to herself as her nerves rattled. And then, with a jerk and a bellow of ‘OYSTERMOUTH SQUARE’, she had arrived. Making her way along the aisle, she tried to look out to see what awaited her but the glass was steamed up and smeary with water. Down the steps, dread was rising and then came humiliation: at this exact moment, her former colleagues would be going forth assured of their importance in a metropolis and here she was, reversing into provincial insignificance.

			The wind and rain slapped her in the face, forcing her to come to. She wasn’t, as she expected, facing an air hangar on an industrial estate, which she’d presumed would be Sunshine FM quarters. Instead, she was stood on a blowy prom, lined on one side with little independent cafes and galleries, boutiques, bars and craft shops facing a tiny crescent of sand. To her right was a lighthouse on a rock at sea and her left a small Victorian pier. All very charming, actually, unexpectedly, but where the hell was the radio station? She checked maps on her phone and a red pin sat isolated out on the water. What? Was it on a boat, like some 1960s pirate stations which operated from international waters to dodge licensing laws? She heard a gravelly dour voice, the same misery guts she’d heard on the bus, and looked up at two old-fashioned and rusting trumpet speakers which were mounted either side of the entrance to the pier.

			‘Next up, a chat with a Mumbles pharmacist who’ll be talking piles …’ Then, horror of horrors, a jingle announced she was listening to the breakfast show on Sunshine FM. No, no, it couldn’t be … but it was. A sign pointed up the pier featuring the logo of a faded smiling sunshine in shades above the words ‘Ugly, Lovely Town’. That summed up the contradiction of Swansea and Mumbles all right.

			Her stomach turned as she began to tread her way on wobbly wooden planks, past an empty cafe, past a lone fisherman, past a seagull pecking on a polystyrene carton of soggy batter. The railings either side of her tapered into the distance, narrowing in a conspiracy of claustrophobia. Two buildings sat at the end ‒ a red-roofed lifeboat station and what looked like a metal cow shed. With the same sun in sunnies grinning like a loony Jack Nicholson. As she approached, the smile seemed to become one of mockery and her radio life flashed before her: growing up with BBC Radio 2, Terry Wogan’s dulcet tones tickling Mum as she hovered by the toaster. Her headphones on her walk to school and later uni delivering Radio 1 queens Zoe Ball and Sara Cox. Her ambition then had been poised like a firework, ready to dazzle with its breathtaking display. The reality now was the wet wick and damp matches of soul-destroying disappointment. The weather forced her onwards, there was nowhere to shelter, and as she pushed open the corrugated door, she felt as if she was entering the gallows. A thought crossed her mind of running away right now before she was ensconced in this Godforsaken place. She’d go straight back to London, work in a shop or something, anything. Eat baked beans and get an evening job too. Live at Mum and Dad’s and save and save and …

			But she had never quit before ‒ even when it had all gone wrong. Besides, running required instinct and decision and Charlie did her best to stamp out that sort of thing. If you stood still, maybe no one would notice you after a while. Even so, for the first time in her life, she considered legging it.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			2

			The kettle began to shake as it boiled and boiled, unable to turn itself off, and filled the grotty galley kitchen with a billowing cloud, reminding Tina Dooley of the steam room at her old five-star hotel gym.

			It was the closest she’d get to a spa in a while, possibly forever, she thought, as she flicked the switch and waved her hand through the mist, clearing the memories. She’d have to send yet another reminder to health and safety to get it fixed.

			From the cupboard, she took a Twinings Calming Camomile teabag out of the box, unmarked with her name because everyone else here drank builder’s. It was her single luxury ‒ everything else had gone. If only she could’ve saved one of her bone china cups and saucers … Don’t you dare go there, not first thing on a Monday, lady! Material goods were merely things ‒ they do not matter. Her daughter, her husband, that’s what counted. The Sunshine FM mug was good enough and she was lucky to have this job and a roof over her head.

			That didn’t stop her fingers from trembling though. A wave of fear and frustration followed ‒ just as she’d got used to her circumstances, something was unsettling her. The man on the bus who’d stared at her on Friday was there again doing the same this morning. It wasn’t a leer, not that that was acceptable, but at least she could’ve understood that. Men did that all the time, ask any woman. And Tina had had her fair share of that, resembling, so people said, Julia Roberts with long wavy caffè latte hair, brown eyes, a disarming smile and legs up to her neck. She would blush if anyone said it out loud but she still made heads turn, even though she considered herself a bit creased round the edges at the age of forty-two. Not that that was old but she was going to be fifty before she knew it.

			No, the way the man looked at her was more unnerving because it was as if he knew her. As if he knew she was home alone while Gareth was away. Worse, she’d had the feeling he was going to talk to her on Friday ‒ she’d seen him rise when she did, hesitate and then sit back down again. Today he had stayed put but his eyes which tracked her as the bus pulled away from the pier had burned holes in her trench coat. And he knew her stop, which made her uneasy because she kept work and home entirely separate. An overspill from one into the other would ruin the harmony she had toiled to create ‒ because nobody here at the radio station was aware of her set-up. Being office manager had come to her with no favours or sympathy: it was something she had won for herself after twenty years without a proper job. At work, she could shut the door on her agonising and lonely private life, giving her a rest from despair and paranoia. Because events had changed her … so was it possible she was being a teensy-weensy bit oversensitive? Possibly, she reluctantly conceded, yes. The man looked harmless enough, didn’t he? Smart too, not suited, but presentable in an open-necked white shirt, tidy jeans and a navy-blue quilted jacket, not dodgy at all, in fact. Clean-shaven, barbered greying hair, blue eyes. Six foot, late forties. Oh, listen to yourself, you’re not doing an appeal for Crimestoppers, she told herself. Maybe he did know her or Gareth – her husband was very well connected. That was probably it. It was silly to worry. She was feeling like this because she was away from her roots, leading a new ‘anonymous’ life. 

			

			Cardiff had been home, lately the posh five-bedroom detached house with glorious landscaped gardens in Lisvane, but also previously in Ely, the rough-round-the-edges part of the city where she had been born and bred which pulsed with community. Being rich had been isolating, actually, and because their fortune had come from ‘new money’ she’d never felt equal to the others in her circle, who’d quickly dropped her. So Townhill in Swansea, where she now lived, reminded her of Ely. It had a reputation but it was full of heart and decency. She was lucky with her colleagues too, who told her she’d made a real difference in the few months she’d been here. They might’ve teased her for looking like a Mumbles wife who lunched but that was all the ammunition they had; she ran such a tight ship considering what the station was up against in terms of talent and resources, and it was done with fondness. She had always known how to survive ‒ picking things up quickly was how it had to be in Ely ‒ not necessarily academically, although she hadn’t done badly at high school, but amongst people, knowing the chat and working out the rules because you only ever had one shot at an opportunity. That’s how she’d got the job with no career behind her ‒ OK, she’d probably been the only one with a brain cell to apply but she’d seen the similarities of running a home with an office: managing diaries, supplies, filing and payroll, it’d be a cinch compared with the demands of a go-getting husband and high-achieving daughter. Tina had always scrubbed up well too, even though she now dressed in charity-shop buys. That was the thing, having lived on the inside, she knew wardrobes were expunged of last season’s trends, sometimes still unworn, and dropped at the Cats Protection up the road before the prosecco at their personal-shopping styling sessions had gone flat. Come on, she thought as she returned with her cuppa to her position front of house in reception, she was very fortunate. Respected here, appreciated and—

			‘Sil-ly bloo-dy wo-man …’

			Oh no, the booming outburst coming her way could only be that sack of old sprouting spuds, Ivor Mone. At least it was off-air this time. The one difficult person here who treated her like a dolly bird at his disposal, he was a dinosaur of a DJ who’d somehow survived extinction despite countless Ofcom investigations upholding complaints about offensive language during his broadcasts. His history was a string of apologies, one suspension and a to-be-arranged course on equality and diversity.

			‘That producer, she put a jingle on when I was still talking,’ he grunted.

			Probably to stop him mid-flow.

			‘Coffee for the talent,’ he demanded, somehow keeping hold of the roll-up fag between his lips as he coughed up a ball of phlegm.

			‘Kitchen’s over there, Ivor.’

			He grunted, before pushing past a lady entering the building and going outside for a smoke, as he did every opportunity he had ‒ during songs, news, sport, travel and weather, cutting it so fine he often returned wheezing into the microphone.

			Tina dropped her grimace and turned to the dripping-wet visitor, who pulled down the hood of her waterproof to reveal a heart-shaped face, emphasised by a severe braid, although a few springy curls the colour of champagne had broken free around her temples.

			‘How can I help you?’

			The woman tried to match Tina’s smile but it didn’t reach her big hazel eyes. She had both hands gripped on her shoulder bag, as if she was trying to protect herself.

			‘Hi … I’m Charlie Bold, the new—’

			‘Charlie! Hi!’ Tina cried, holding out her arms and then bringing her palms together as if she was in prayer, ‘The saviour of Sunshine FM! It’s great to see you!’

			Really great because this station needed some new blood. A transfusion of it, to be precise, to halt the anaemia of flagging figures. The boss, Mervyn Davies, was apparently so alarmed by the decline he was afraid he was heading for the chop. Charlie, with her glowing reference, would inject some metropolitan magic. Although she wasn’t looking particularly luminous, it had to be said. More pale and sniffy. Perhaps she was London cool? Or one of those who came alive when she stuck on her cans. Tina had seen that before so she wasn’t concerned.

			‘We’re so thrilled you decided to join us!’ she added brightly, trying to drown out the depressing sound of REM’s Everybody Hurts. It was a bone of contention that Ivor got to pick his own playlist when everyone else had to go through the head of music.

			Charlie went to say something and Tina heard her dry mouth click.

			‘Thanks,’ she said in a small voice. ‘Although I’m not sure about the saviour bit.’ Then she gulped. 

			The very best in the business tended to be perfectionists, Tina thought, as she received Charlie’s clammy handshake.

			‘Get here OK?’

			She nodded stiffly.

			‘Sorry about the weather! The sea air must make a change from the smog though! So … welcome! Or, as they say in Wales, croeso. Let me take your jacket. Have a seat. Can I get you a tea or a coffee? Then I’ll give you a tour, show you the studios, the loos, the important stuff! And I’ll run through a few things, just the usual.’

			‘Um … OK,’ she said uncertainly. ‘Er … coffee, please. Milk, no sugar.’

			Tina buzzed Lowri and then she clapped her hands. This was proving quite hard, getting a word out of Charlie. Odd because usually these types were full of themselves.

			‘I’m a bit nervous,’ Charlie blurted suddenly in a husky London twang. ‘I haven’t been the new girl for years.’

			‘Don’t worry! Everyone’s really friendly here.’ Apart from Mr Mone, the one who barged into you, Tina didn’t say. She didn’t want to scare her off. Not when she was so spectacularly talented. ‘And you’re a high flyer, you’ve nothing to be scared about!’

			‘High flyer? Is that what they said?’ Charlie squeaked. ‘They must have been really desperate to get rid of me.’

			Tina laughed at the look of panic on her face. So that was her bag! Self-deprecation was a lovely change from cocky and arrogant big-heads.

			‘Right, so I’m afraid you won’t be starting until you’ve done a health and safety briefing, which will be later today. You’re booked in at 11 a.m.’

			Was that relief she saw as Charlie exhaled slowly? Tina tittered. This one had character, she could tell.

			‘You met or should I say bumped into our Morning Mumbles breakfast DJ,’ she said, nodding to the fog of smoke outside. ‘Ivor Mone, been here twenty years. Calls himself a legend. That’s one way of putting it! He’s our longest-serving member. On from 7 a.m. to ten. After that it’s Mumbles Matters ’til one, featuring Ed Walker, remember him? Former Radio 2. Had a breakdown. Bounced back. Sort of. More “Alan Partridge, eat your heart out”. Good Afternoon is with DJ Disgo ‒ bit of Welsh for you there, translates as, you guessed it, disco. His name’s Colin, really lovely boy, he’s all about cheesy choons. Home Time starts at 4 p.m., news and music with Sian Lewis, our total pro, and then at 7 p.m. it’s Evening Mumbles, which will be—’

			Tina was stopped in her tracks by the stench of fag breath.

			‘Charlie, this is Ivor. Ivor, this is Charlie Bold. Our new face.’

			He barely nodded at her. It was his customary greeting ‒ the rumour was anything more enthusiastic might make his ginger shredded-wheat toupé slip.

			‘Charlie Mould,’ he said, scratching his genitalia. ‘Pleasure.’

			‘It’s Bold,’ Tina said.

			‘I heard you the first time.’ Then he addressed Charlie. ‘Don’t listen to her. Knows nothing about radio. Any questions, just ask your Uncle Ivor.’ He winked gruesomely at Charlie. Don’t touch her, Tina thought, we don’t want a harassment case on her first day. Tina needed to get shot of him and she glanced across into the control room. Yes! Phew.

			‘You’re wanted,’ she said, thumbing Ivor’s eyes towards the glass cubicle where his producer was tapping her watch dramatically as if she was playing charades.

			‘Good luck, Mould,’ he sneered, walking off, the elbows of his brown cardigan almost threadbare. ‘You’ll need it. Nobody has ever made Evening Mumbles work. They all die a death. DJ Death, that’s what we called the last one.’

			‘DJ Death?’ Charlie said, the most animated she’d been, jerking forward.

			‘Just a joke,’ Tina tried to reassure her but Charlie was white.

			‘I don’t mean the death bit … I meant the DJ bit.’

			‘You’ll make it your own. I spoke to Stig Costello and he was singing your praises.’

			‘But … but I’m not a DJ,’ she said, breathlessly. ‘I’m the assistant, aren’t I?’

			Tina tilted her head and examined her. She was curling up before her and her eyes were pleading. This was not an act of deadpan. This was genuine distress. What exactly had she been told?

			‘No, the circular said assistant presenter.’ Tina put on her glasses and clicked on her computer to find the text.

			‘It didn’t! Did it?’

			

			Charlie crumpled with a whimper as Tina read out the job description. Early evening slot, two hours, co-hosting a show which required experience, creativity and influence to establish a don’t-miss programme in a challenging slot. Although, she broke it to her, there was no co-presenter: the plan to spice up the show with a team of two had failed. Charlie had been the only one who’d been put forward. It struck Tina then that Charlie had been telling the truth when she’d said Orbital FM had been desperate to let her go. Dear God, they’d been sold a kipper.

			‘I had no idea. I’ve been stitched up. Stig sorted it out, the paperwork, everything … I’m sorry but I can’t do it.’ She’d come alive with determination. Tina was confused by this display of confidence which she’d been so lacking before.

			‘But we’ve run a week of promos and everyone’s expecting you to start tonight!’

			‘I can’t do it … I just can’t … sorry.’ And she was getting up, backing off, grabbing her coat and her bag, moving quickly to the entrance.

			‘Charlie! We need you!’

			Tina wasn’t following this at all: she was used to people throwing themselves at her for placements and chances, so much so she sympathised with Simon Cowell when he was faced with desperadoes at the X Factor audition stage.

			But her declaration didn’t fall on deaf ears. Instead, it hurtled into and slid down the slammed door which thudded definitively shut as the slight figure of Charlie Bold disappeared into the rain.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			3

			Delme Noble cursed his takeaway cappuccino as the sting then the singe cauterised his fingers.

			Merri had offered to double-cup it at the counter of her cafe, Cheer on the Pier. But of course, he’d been in a rush and hadn’t had a moment to waste on that – he only had himself to blame. As bloody bastard usual. He hurriedly swapped hands and absent-mindedly took a slug, scalding his top lip and tongue. Great. Only he could suffer third-degree burns in a torrent of rain when he was soaked through because he’d lost his badass treated-rubber coat. As for carrying a brolly, that was out of the question: blokes didn’t use them unless they were … well, organised. And he’d needed his other hand to eat his double bacon and egg croissant. Jesus, he was a walking disaster area. Scrub that, he was a squelching disaster area in sodden shoes which weren’t even his. They belonged to Rodney. Del had found them deep under his sofa when he was failing to find his charger at home in the smart marina this morning. He couldn’t locate his Chelsea boots so he’d put them on instead because they were a tidy bit of brogue, he’d thought, laughing at their top lad behaviour on Friday night. They’d only gone for a pint but came in at 6 a.m. Rodney had kicked them off when he’d crashed here and ended up walking home in his socks. The trouble was these Ted Bakers were a bit too big for him and he’d nearly tripped in his fat-boy run for the bus. He could feel his feet flopping inside like fish as he made his way quickly up the slippery boardwalk to work, which, now he came to think of it, was a health and safety matt— aaargh!

			He just about stopped himself from falling on his arse, although had that happened at least his backside would have cushioned the blow. And miraculously, he’d saved his breakfast. It was the spilling of drink that would’ve caused problems. Whoever had invented the plastic lid was a genius. He’d known who once, when he’d done his training: it was all to do with the McDonald’s lawsuit when that woman, Stella what’s-’er-face, had sued for millions after being scalded. She got a bad press, she did, actually. Accused of greed when in fact she’d been horribly injured and her action was a result of negligence. Del was all for protecting people. Like his brother, he thought. That’s why he’d got into this business.

			If it was slidey on this bit, imagine what it’d be like by the entrance to Sunshine FM, where a leaking pipe sprayed like a fountain. He’d have to give facilities a nudge to get that sorted. But for now, he’d get one of his yellow ‘caution’ cones from the stack outside the emergency exit. He took a massive bite of his pastry, announcing to no one it was ‘cowing lush’, before tucking it into his suit pocket ‒ priorities, son ‒ then picked up a cone and went round the front to do a risk assessment: predicting the trajectory of someone coming out, seeing the danger zone and bypassing it. He positioned it by the entrance and there! Awesome job, son! Health and safety was often the butt of the joke, its policies seen as overzealous, inflicted by killjoys as evidence of political correctness gone mad. But they forgot the vast majority of rules and regs were there for the well-being of staff. Accidents changed lives. He knew that only too well. Oh yes, he was born to do this, even if not everyone agreed with him. Well, this cone showed he wasn’t just on top of it ‒ he was the boss of it!

			He gave himself a cheers and took a self-congratulatory sip of coffee, but ouch, the roof of his mouth sizzled. He flinched at his scorching stupidity ‒ and then found himself flinching again when he heard a clatter and a cry of ‘oof’ beside him. The cone was spinning round in circles next to a person on the floor, grabbing an ankle. See? He was the soothsayer of hazards. The duke of hazards, if you like! That was a good line, he’d use that in his briefing today for the new DJ.

			‘Ow!’ It was a woman. Probably in heels. Why did women wear them? They were a menace in terms of both balance and physical damage to the spine, knees, tendons and toes. But, oh, she was in trainers. That shut him up.

			‘Who put that cone there?’ she screeched as if she was fresh off the set of EastEnders.

			‘Did you fall into it?’ People were very clumsy, in his experience. Especially him, it had to be said.

			‘I fell over it. It was right in the way.’ She spoke through gritted teeth. Bloody hell, she was seething. It was only a little tumble.

			‘No, no. It was there to warn of a wet surface, all risk assessed.’

			‘What? Somebody thought it was sensible to put a cone by a door?’ She shook her head and rubbed her leg, making a bit of a meal out of it really.

			‘Here, let me help you. I’m a trained first aider.’ He reached for her but she batted him away. Talk about touchy.

			‘I’m not going to do one elephant, two elephants, you know.’

			‘What are you on about?’ she said, trying to put weight on her foot with a sharp intake of breath.

			‘Chest compressions and kisses of life. Resuscitation. It’s actually quite easy to …’ He trailed off when she dropped her head. ‘Does it hurt?’ he said, getting to his haunches, fearing his trousers were going to rip. He really did need to trim down a bit. Be like he used to be.

			‘Yes. It’s twisted. It’s really sore.’

			‘You ought to get up. You’ll be soaking. Let me – fuuuck!’ She’d got up onto her knees and her head had knocked his coffee over his groin and he was in agony. ‘My nuts! I’ve got roasted peanuts!’

			‘Let’s call it a draw then,’ the woman said, putting out her hand for him to pull her to standing. Her voice had softened, its harsh Cockney edge replaced by one of those estuary accents with a pleasant winding drawl.

			‘I look like I’ve wet myself,’ he said in between gasps of pain as they held each other up. The woman rolled her eyes at him and then winced. ‘Right,’ he said, keen to move on away from his privates, ‘come in with me and I’ll do you some rice.’

			‘Rice? How will rice help? I need a bandage.’

			‘Rest, ice, compression, elevation,’ he said, recovering his professionalism, which let’s face it was never far away.

			‘I can’t go back in there,’ she said, horrified.

			‘We have to. That’s where the first-aid stuff is.’

			‘But—’

			‘No buts,’ he said, guiding her towards the door, ‘this happened on work premises. It needs to be logged in accordance with company policy.’

			She was so gobby this one that he feared she’d protest and loudly. But as soon as they’d got into reception she went quiet and the flush of adrenalin in her cheeks had faded to porcelain. Her eyes looked glassy too. It was the shock, experience had taught him that.

			‘Morning Tina! Bore da!’ he called as they passed her desk. ‘Make way for the casualty!’

			Tina stared open-mouthed at him then her, watching as they hobbled into the corridor, away from the studios into the back offices which overlooked the sea. Except the vista from his pokey room was the lifeboat runway which traumatised him every time it launched. Therefore his blind was shut.

			‘Take a seat, there you go,’ he said, pulling up another chair where she could rest her foot.

			‘Won’t they mind? Having strangers in their office?’ She was looking warily to the door.

			‘No, they won’t mind. Because …’ he said, patting his crotch with paper towels before grinning at her, noticing his stomach was in danger of popping his shirt buttons. ‘This is my office! I’m the health and safety guy!’

			‘You?’ she cried. ‘Unbelievable.’

			That was rude ‒ and it wiped the beam off his face. He scrabbled around his suit pockets for his ID lanyard with the intention of waving it at her but he remembered he’d mislaid it. Typical. He was cross at himself now as well as her.

			‘Oh, I’m sorry. Am I not tending to your health and safety needs even though you weren’t looking where you were going?’

			‘I was. That cone was in a ridiculous place.’

			‘I’d put that there to avoid—’

			‘You put it there? That’s classic, that is.’ She put her head in her hands.

			There was no need for that. ‘Look, I don’t have to help, you know. Fortunately for you, this isn’t a job, it’s a vocation, a calling. I’m doing this out of the goodness of my heart ‒ it’s not as if you work here.’

			‘I do, actually,’ she spat. And then quieter, ‘Or I did until I walked out.’

			‘Sorry?’ This one’s moods had more swing than Tiger Woods.

			‘I’m Charlie Bold, the new—’

			‘Evening Mumbles DJ! I’m doing your induction later! It was supposed to be at 11 a.m. but I’ve been double-booked. Although … hang on, you won’t be doing it if you’ve left us already?’

			She sighed. ‘I thought I was coming here to be an assistant to a presenter. Not as assistant presenter, which I’ve just learnt is now sole presenter. On air, live. That isn’t what I do.’

			‘But that’s good, yeah?’ he said, ‘Most people would die to get their own show.’

			‘Believe me,’ she spat, ‘I would rather die than do that.’

			How bizarre. She seemed made for radio with her opinionated and ‘full of it’ personality. With a distinct whiff of London wanker about her. Except now she looked pop-eyed and scared. Small too, although most were small compared to his six foot two stature. It had to be the injury making her like this.

			‘Tea? A couple of sugars to pep you up?’

			She shook her head. ‘That rice you mentioned?’

			‘Right, yes, now where did I put the doctor’s bag?’ He moved his eyes around trying to recall if it was in a drawer or … somewhere else. Accidents weren’t that common at Sunshine FM. He liked to think it was because of his razor-sharp instincts. More likely, though, it was because there wasn’t actually much to decapitate yourself with in a radio station.

			‘It’s up there on the window ledge, between the hard hat and goggles,’ she said, with a faint but still-detectable weariness.

			‘Yes, so it is. Exactly where I left it,’ he lied, unzipping the green kit, finding a bandage and chucking it her way. ‘So that’s rest, compression and elevation. I can get you some ice from the kitchen.’

			‘No, it’s fine. Don’t worry.’ She took off her trainer, slid down her sock and began to wrap up her ankle, which was looking a bit swollen. He felt a rush of responsibility and before he knew it he was apologising and she was too, ‘for … your … that’, nodding at his nethers. He almost cracked a joke about ‘not many women getting intimate with him without knowing his name’ but remembered just in time he was the gatekeeper of standards, not a purveyor of unwanted sexual conduct. So he decided to introduce himself instead.

			‘I’m Delme Noble, by the way.’

			When she didn’t say anything back, his mouth ran away with him. ‘Del Boy to the lads, Del-icious to the ladies.’ Oh balls. What had he said? He sounded as crap as those blokes who called themselves the Archbishop of Banterbury. ‘I’m not really delicious to the ladies. It’s a play on words, that’s all. Not a very good one.’

			The hint of a forgiving smile crept along her lips. It was quite amazing how it lit up her face ‒ she seemed cherubic with those big … what colour were her eyes? Brown? Green? And she was really pretty he saw now, and kind-looking and it made him want to confess and unload and reveal himself. To admit he wasn’t very good at anything. Just look at the mess on his desk and the industry certificates which hung wonkily on the wall. He wanted to say how he tried his best, he really did, but sometimes he wondered … but he couldn’t finish the sentence in his mind because if he did, then he’d be letting everyone down. Which he was basically doing anyway by being shit at his job. 

			

			His mates had laughed when he’d announced he was going into the industry ten years ago. They’d said it was like a vegan going to work in an abattoir, a nun in a brothel. Mam and Dad had asked him if he was really sure because it wouldn’t ‘fix things’. Even the head of the course had taken him aside and suggested he might not be cut out for it. He’d said it nicely: not that he was easily distracted and chaotic but ‘spontaneous’, ‘fun’ and ‘creative’. But he refused to listen because he had to do it, to right the wrong. You couldn’t give up ‒ you had to stay on the see-saw. Nothing was easy: there was always a struggle if something was important. And nothing had been more important to him in his life. There was a child at stake and Del needed to man up. He was thirty-five years old FFS.

			‘Anyway,’ he said, sitting forward, chin up, smacking his palms on his hefty thighs, ‘you don’t want to listen to me banging on. Must keep on keeping on! So, I expect you have some things to do, people to meet. Shall we say we’ll reconvene after lunch … actually … looking at my diary, I’m in meetings until 4 p.m. so if we do your briefing then?’

			‘I can’t stay here!’ Charlie said, full of alarm. ‘You can’t have a DJ who has a fear, no, a phobia, of public speaking.’

			‘Ha! Good one.’

			She stared at him and bit her lip. Jesus Christ. She wasn’t having him on. Those shakes were for real. But this wasn’t his problem: he had so much to catch up on.

			‘You’ll have to chat to HR about that. Marilyn is lovely. She could get you on a course or something … Right, so if you can sign in the log book, say you’ve been bandaged up and it’s all sorted …’ He pushed it towards her, expectantly. ‘We can get on then.’

			‘I’m serious. I’m not doing this.’

			Del rubbed his sideburns with his fingers. This wasn’t good. Her eyes looked watery too. He had a few minutes before he had to see whoever’s initials he’d scribbled against 9.30 a.m. Switch on the old charm, tell her she’ll be all right, then off she’d go. He might get a mention in the weekly dispatches if he convinced her to stay. That was always good for the appraisal. Last year’s hadn’t been too positive ‒ that collapsing ladder thing had gone against him. Which reminded him, he still hadn’t actioned the fire alarm timetable which he’d been tasked to do.

			‘Remember your job application? All that stuff that made you stand out to the controller? Yeah? We’ve heard you’re top of the range.’ That’s what they’d been told. Although why she was here in Swansea no one knew. If Del could get away, he would. But he’d spent most of his entire twenties away ‒ this was his chance to rehabilitate the mistakes of his youth.

			‘I never applied per se. My name was put forward. I was forced out of my job for not being ‘bubbly’ enough. This was the only place with a transfer.’

			Oh dear. It was all starting to make sense. Of course Sunshine FM wasn’t going to get the equivalent of new boobs, fillers and Botox. Or, for equal opportunity reasons, a penis extension. But it wasn’t his business to deal with her crisis. He needed to get on and the only way he could do that was to encourage her to leave his office. He scratched his stubble in thought, realising the only way he’d achieve that was to spell it out to her.
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