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      ‘No pass, no entry.’

      ‘But I’m due on air in less than ten minutes,’ I pleaded into the intercom, hopping anxiously from one foot to the other as I tried rummaging through my handbag yet again to find my missing ID. I racked my brains to see if I could work out when I’d last seen it, but my memory of last night was a little patchy. Mornings will do that to a person, although it could also have had something to do with the open bar at Barry the security guy’s retirement bash. Given my early alarm call, I should probably have given it a miss. But as I remind my mum when she drops one of her frequent hints about me needing to be sensible and settle down, if Lucy’s life is boring, so is Lucy’s radio show. Besides, it would have been rude not to have given Bazzer a decent send-off.

      ‘That’s what they all say.’ Barry’s replacement on the other side of the door sounded supremely indifferent to my plight. I could just about make out his shadowy form through the glass. He was lolling behind the reception desk, hands behind his head. If I wasn’t very much mistaken, my frantic ringing of the buzzer had woken him from a nap. I don’t really blame the guy. I would much rather have been asleep too.

      ‘How many people do you get trying to break in at stupid o’clock in the morning? People aren’t that desperate to get hold of the coffee cups we give out as prizes.’

      I regretted the words instantly. If I was going to get into the studio on time to wake up the good folk of the UK with the effortless stream of cheery banter that they’d come to expect from their favourite breakfast radio presenter, then I needed to get this bloke onside, and fast. Unfortunately, it’s a little hard to charm someone into submission when they’re nice and cosy inside, and you’re stuck out in the dark, freezing your butt off. I settled instead for the unsubtle method of rapping my knuckles against the door frame until the persistent banging irritated him sufficiently enough to drag himself up from his seat, turn the lights on, and come across to inspect me at close quarters.

      I practically genuflected when he finally opened the door.

      ‘I’m so sorry for disturbing you, and I promise I won’t forget my pass again, but it’s an emergency, and if I don’t get into the studio in the next five minutes, the breakfast show won’t get on air.’

      ‘But the breakfast show is presented by Lucy Fairweather.’ My adversary folded his arms and frowned disapprovingly.

      ‘That’s me,’ I said trying to maintain a friendly demeanour while inwardly screaming in frustration.

      He looked at me, then pointedly glanced across at the triple-sized poster of my face which decorated the wall behind reception. He studied the image for a moment, then turned his attention back to my sorry features and shook his head in disbelief, leaving me feeling as attractive as the before picture in a magazine makeover. Yes, my appearance is a tad different from the poster girl version of myself, but show me a breakfast presenter without dark circles and bags under their eyes big enough to use instead of a suitcase for holidays. Getting up at 3:30am every weekday takes its toll on a person. Besides, I spent four hours getting contoured half to death for that picture and they were extremely generous with the airbrushing afterwards. To be honest, I look nothing like that image, even on the rare occasion when I’ve had the energy to make an effort on a morning.

      ‘It is me,’ I pleaded. ‘I’m Lucy Fairweather, wishing you fair weather for today.’ I cringed as I put on my radio voice to do my trademark sign off, in the desperate hope that it would spark some kind of recognition from the guy. His expression remained impassive. I was about to whip out my driving licence to see if he’d accept that form of ID, when my producer Mike, aka the grumpiest man in broadcasting, stomped into reception and greeted me with his usual glower.

      ‘Where the bloody hell have you been? I was about to call the network and tell them they’d have to put out the emergency show. You’re meant to be in the studio saying that kind of nonsense, not prancing around reception showing off to the help.’

      ‘And a good morning to you too, Mike. Really sorry I’m cutting it so fine. I misplaced my pass again, as I was explaining to our very diligent new security guard.’ My attempt to ingratiate myself with Barry’s replacement was met with stony silence, but he did at least move away from the doorway, so I could squeeze past his mountainous form and into the building.

      The on-air light outside the studio flashed, giving us a warning that we had only three minutes until I was due to broadcast. Mike’s expression grew more thunderous and I braced myself for the traditional round two of him making a snide comment about women and timekeeping, but thankfully I was saved from my daily dose of sexism by the arrival of our newsreader.

      ‘Morning, Lucy, it looks set to be another gorgeous autumn day. I’ve got some really heart-warming stories lined up for the bulletins today, you’re going to love them.’ Skye breezed towards us, smiling with the calm assurance of someone who’d already been up doing yoga for hours. If she wasn’t such a lovely person, it would be easy to resent her for being so ridiculously perfect.

      ‘Typical,’ muttered Mike under his breath, momentarily disarmed by Skye’s general aura of Zen. He rolled his eyes and clomped into the studio, still grumbling about the unreliability of the female sex. Skye winked at me and surreptitiously passed across a page of notes as we followed him in.

      ‘A few things I thought might interest you, Luce,’ she whispered. I looked down at the paper and saw she’d compiled a list of some extra talking points and quirky stories to help me fill the show, something which Mike was meant to do as a fundamental part of his job, but had never bothered with. The woman deserved a promotion. Four hours is a long time to single-handedly fill with chat and make it sound effortless, especially when one is slightly fuzzy of head. I don’t know what I’d do without her.

      I logged onto the computer and briefly scanned the day’s music playlist before sending Skye a quick instant message so Mike wasn’t privy to our exchange.

      ‘You’re a star. I owe you a massive drink.’

      ‘As long as it’s one of those gorgeous smoothies of yours, you’re on,’ she pinged back with a spattering of thumbs up and smiley face emojis. ‘I’m off alcohol for the moment.’

      The cheesy jingle announcing the start of the Lucy Fairweather Breakfast Show prevented me from enquiring further.

      As Skye launched enthusiastically into the headlines, Mike threw a packet of throat sweets at the side of my head, and held up a bit of paper on which was scrawled, ‘Take these or you’re going to sound as hungover as you look.’

      The live microphones stopped me from answering him back, so I had to content myself with sending a dark glare in his direction. Hungover? How dare he? Of course I wasn’t hungover. Admittedly I felt a bit grotty, but there had been a bug doing the rounds of the office, and I was pretty sure I was coming down with it. And I drank no more than anyone else at Barry’s leaving do. Why shouldn’t I let my hair down with everyone else? The breakfast show may be the slot that everyone would kill to get, but no one talks about the cost it can have on your social life. If I was fixated on getting my eight hours before work, I’d be going to bed at 7pm or earlier.

      Skye finished her bulletin with a cute story about a dog that had saved its owner from drowning, then handed over to me. I hastily swallowed my medicine as instructed and turned on my microphone.

      ‘Oi oi, here’s a shout out to the early morning heroes.’ I started off with my customary greeting, although maybe it didn’t have its usual pizzazz as my voice was admittedly rather more gravelly than normal. I was definitely succumbing to the lurgy. ‘It’s five past six in the morning, and if you’re awake and fully conscious, then you are winning at life. You’re doing better than me, guys, that’s for sure. Let’s kick off with a big tune to start your Tuesday morning.’ I looked up and caught Skye shaking her head and pointing at the digital display on the wall. ‘Oops, your Wednesday morning. Just keeping you on your toes, folks, you know what I’m like.’ I forced a raucous peel of laughter which left my brain vibrating in my skull.

      I moved the fader up and hit play. As the strains of ‘I don’t like Mondays’ blasted out of the studio speakers, my head started throbbing even more.

      I don’t know how I got through the show. Mike seemed to have decided to punish me for my late arrival by making me play all the noisiest tracks, plus he kept putting through all the difficult callers on the phones, abandoning me to handle them live on air which my brain really wasn’t up to. As the clock ticked towards ten, my stomach was grumbling so loudly I was afraid listeners would start texting in to ask if there was an earthquake in the studio. Skye, bless her, had offered me half of her scrambled vegan egg substitute, but it turned my stomach just looking at it. Mike had smugly eaten his cornflakes at eight o’clock, bang on time as per his usual schedule, and then locked the cereal box away, pointedly not offering me a share of the bounty. Classic demonstration of his attitude towards being a team player.

      Finally, it was thirty seconds to ten o’clock and I dipped the music on my last track (a particularly long one that I’d chosen to give myself less time for talking) and signed off from the programme.

      ‘We’ve got the news coming up shortly, but that’s all from me today. If you’re not at work yet, hurry up, you’re running late. Jonno’s up next with his Wednesday Whiners, sorry, Winners, lots of chances to get your hands on some cash, but this is Lucy Fairweather, wishing you fair weather for today.’

      I fired off the final jingle, leaned back in my chair and briefly closed my eyes, relishing the brief respite from the brightness of the room.

      ‘Am I going to have to wheel you out of here on that thing? Because you currently look like you’re not capable of standing up and walking in a straight line,’ said Mike, slamming his headphones down on the desk with such force I thought he was going to snap them in half. Skye flinched. For a journalist, she’s surprisingly squeamish when it comes to any kind of conflict. I shot Mike a warning look.

      ‘Calm down, Mikey,’ I said. ‘No need to get your knickers in a twist.’

      I sent a reassuring smile in Skye’s direction, and deliberately removed my headphones with great care. After a good old stretch, I pretended to stagger towards the exit to make her laugh and dissipate the tension in the room.

      The heavy studio door swung open and Jonno shambled in, his nose still deep in a newspaper.

      ‘Hey, Jonno, the place is all yours. I’m off in search of breakfast. Watch the producer headphones, they’re looking a little fragile now.’

      He glanced up from the headlines, many of which seemed to feature the antics of his reality-TV star girlfriend, Serenity.

      ‘All good at home, Jonno?’ I asked. In my book, tabloid coverage was never a good thing.

      ‘Tip-top, matey,’ he said. ‘Thanks for warming up the airwaves for me. That was quite the show, as always. Cheers for the plug, though I’d rather you didn’t refer to my listeners as whiners.’

      He grinned at my contrite expression and moved the microphone into position. Before he pushed the fader up to broadcast, he turned back towards me.

      ‘It was a great night last night. Cheers for letting me crash at yours. Don’t worry, I posted the key through the letterbox. Oh, and a friendly warning, you might have to smooth a few ruffled feathers at The Crown before you go back. I know it’s a dive, but even they draw a line at tap-dancing on the bar.’

      Tap-dancing? I hadn’t, had I? A vague memory of doing a few shuffle-ball-changes filtered through the fogginess of my memory. Oops. I’d wondered why my feet felt sore this morning. I certainly had no recollection of inviting Jonno back to mine. I hadn’t seen him when I’d set off, so I guess he’d spent the night on my sofa. Maybe I had underestimated just how into the party spirit I’d got last night.

      Jonno laughed at my horrified expression and hustled me out of the studio so he could get on with his show.

      Now that the adrenalin of broadcasting live to the faithful listenership of Star FM had subsided, a wave of tiredness hit me. I needed fuel, and I needed it fast before I crashed. Mike, however, had other ideas.

      ‘We need to talk, Lucy,’ he said cutting me off before I could reach the kitchen and examine the contents of the fridge.

      ‘Does it have to be now? I am so ravenous I could eat my own arm. It’s not a good feeling.’

      ‘That’s the problem with excessive drinking, it gives you the munchies,’ said Mike.

      I didn’t like his gleeful tone. Was he enjoying watching me suffer?

      ‘Oh bog off, Mike. You’re one to talk about the munchies, sitting there shovelling all that cereal into your mouth. Half a box was it today? And I’ve not been drinking excessively. I’m getting a cold, that’s why I’m so hungry. You know what they say, “Feed a cold and starve a fever”.’ I didn’t give him a chance to reply. ‘Wow, guess who’s coming down the stairs,’ I said, pointing to the empty space behind him. He’s so gullible, he actually fell for it and turned to look, giving me a few seconds to duck out of his way and reach the front door.

      ‘We’ll chat when I’m back,’ I shouted over my shoulder as I zipped out of the radio station.

      The fresh air and autumn sunshine instantly perked me up. I much prefer weather that is like my surname. Starting work so early means being constantly confronted with the dark. I hate this time of the year anyway, and the lack of daylight makes things so much worse. The thick gloom makes me feel sluggish and down, everything becoming so much more of an effort to do. It’s not surprising I sometimes run behind schedule because of it.

      I pushed all guilty thoughts about lateness to the back of my head and set off in search of sustenance. On a day like today, there was only one solution for my current state of bleurgh. I made a beeline for my favourite place. Across the road from the radio station was one of the city’s best-kept secrets. There are not many independent greengrocers still surviving in the battle against the supermarket giants, but Mr Martin’s place was somehow hanging on in there, even though in all the times I’d visited, I’d never seen another customer darken its doors. It was their loss. The shop was a cavern of wonders, filled with the most mouth-watering delights your imagination could summon; the juiciest of fruits, the tangiest of herbs, and a sheer rainbow of scrummy vegetables.

      ‘Good morning, Miss Fairweather. And how are you today?’ Despite the fact that I urge him to call me Lucy on practically every trip, Mr Martin still insists on addressing me formally.

      ‘I’m suffering somewhat, Mr Martin, but I feel sure that you have exactly what I need to perk myself up.’ He smiled with pleasure and passed across a collection of paper bags. I wandered around the shop, picking out a scoop of tiny dark chia seeds, a handful of blueberries which were practically glowing with freshness, a couple of beautifully ripe bananas and a tub of thick Greek yoghurt.

      As I handed over my credit card to pay, he added a chilled bag of spinach into my basket.

      ‘Helps with detoxing the system,’ he explained.

      ‘As long as it gives me the vitamins I need to fight this cold,’ I replied cheerily. Seriously, did I need to make a ‘Poorly but definitely sober’ sign to hold above my head?

      He cleared his throat and packed the ingredients up for me.

      I texted Skye to let her know I was on the way back and she kindly let me into the radio station’s side entrance so I didn’t have to go through the faff of trying to convince Barry’s replacement to let me in without a pass all over again.

      ‘What are we having this morning?’ she asked eagerly, as I unpacked the ingredients onto the worktop in the communal kitchen. I probably should have given it a bit of a wipe down first, given the amount of gunk on the surfaces, but maybe the cure to my ailment was lurking among the bacteria there, the world’s new penicillin if you will.

      ‘Ah-ah,’ I tutted, waving her away from the counter. ‘I owe you a drink and this is what I’m providing. You put your feet up. If you’re very lucky, I might even let you in on my secret recipe. Trust me, it’s guaranteed to perk up a person even when they’re feeling their absolute grottiest. I like to call it “Lucy’s Hangover Vanquisher”. Not that I’m hungover, of course,’ I added hastily. ‘Or you for that matter.’

      Skye pulled up a stool and watched carefully as I chopped a banana and tossed it into the blender along with the fresh blueberries, a tablespoon of chia seeds and a couple of handfuls of the spinach which Mr Martin had so generously gifted me. I added a mug of coconut water, then hesitated. ‘What will make this really zing is some Greek yoghurt. Wonderful for balancing out the digestive system and restoring order, or so the healthy eating gurus say.’

      ‘Go for it,’ said Skye. ‘I’m not being strictly vegan these days.’ She paused. ‘For some reason, the baby seems to crave dairy products.’

      I nearly didn’t hear her over the sound of the blender. I turned around and saw the contented smile on her face.

      ‘No way, seriously?’ I asked.

      She placed her hand self-consciously on her stomach. ‘I was sure you’d worked it out ages ago,’ she said quietly. ‘I’ve been dropping little hints. I didn’t want everyone to know, but I wanted to tell you. I thought you’d got it, but I guess I was being too obscure. But I can’t get away with keeping it a secret much longer. I’m definitely showing now.’

      I kicked myself for not paying proper attention over the past few weeks. Skye was such a good friend, as well as being an amazing colleague. She deserved more kindness from me than I gave her.

      ‘I don’t know what to say. That’s amazing news. You and Henri must be absolutely thrilled.’ I wrapped her in a huge bear hug, then pushed her back to her seat, not quite sure how to treat her now she was an expectant mum. Suddenly the gulf between our very different lives seemed wider than ever.

      ‘Let’s toast your life as Mummy Skye,’ I said, injecting a note of jollity into my voice. ‘That baby has hit the jackpot getting you as its mum.’ I poured us both a tumbler of smoothie and we chinked our glasses.

      ‘That’s such a sweet thing to say, Luce. It all feels rather overwhelming at the moment. Exciting, but still a lot to think about.’

      ‘You are the most sorted person I know, Skye. You and Henri are going to be the best parents ever. Look at you, you’re already giving off a magical glow. And your tummy is still flatter than mine, lucky cow. I’m madly jealous of your perfect life.’ I kept my tone light-hearted and fun, trying to ignore the unsettling feeling of inadequacy which was once again niggling at the back of my mind. Every new year, I vow I’m going to be more like Skye in my approach to life, but come January the second, I always slip back to my usual ways. Maybe next year I’ll manage it.

      Skye laughed and took a tiny sip of smoothie, then a great big gulp. ‘That is delicious. I can practically feel the healthiness oozing into every cell of my body. You have a serious talent, Lucy.’

      I took a few restorative mouthfuls myself and waited for it to work its magic on my general feeling of malaise.

      ‘Yes, when it comes to the liquid diet, there’s not a lot our Lucy doesn’t know,’ said Mike, stomping into the kitchen and interrupting our moment of quiet companionship. ‘Shame she doesn’t bring such dedication and drive to the rest of her life.’

      I buried my head in my glass and downed some more of the liquid before I said something I later regretted.

      ‘When you’ve quite finished dealing with your hangover, we need to have that meeting. And you might want to speak to your rep beforehand, as I’m calling in HR to intervene. Your near lateness this morning was the final straw, Lucy. Your work is simply not up to scratch and I don’t know if we can trust you on the airwaves.’

      Suddenly the smoothie didn’t taste quite so good anymore.
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      The meeting with Mike and HR was about as fun as a pool party where the pool has been concreted over, it’s raining, and nobody remembered to order drinks. Mike spent the entire duration of it glowering at me across the desk, probably inventing a million ways he could push me down the stairs at the radio station and make it look like an accident. Before long, he’d got so into his diatribe, he was actually jabbing his finger onto the desk. It looked pretty painful to be honest, but that wasn’t stopping him.

      ‘The thing is, Lucy,’ he said in his best patronising voice, ‘You’ve been out of your depth from the moment you started on the breakfast show. Listeners want someone with more gravitas, someone less flighty, less high-pitched first thing in the morning.’ I rolled my eyes, knowing that when Mike said that, he actually meant someone with more XY chromosomes and less of that pesky oestrogen. ‘That’s why they’re not tuning in any more. And don’t get me started on your erratic behaviour of late. People are beginning to wonder why you say the wrong date and stumble over your words. They don’t want to be woken up by someone who is still slurring from the night before.’

      I felt a stab of fear. I’d always known Mike had a problem with a woman being in the big job, but these were serious accusations he was making, and I couldn’t afford for them to stick. Word about things like that gets around. After all, in an industry where people talk for a living, gossip is the main currency.

      ‘I was not slurring my words. How many times do I have to tell you that I have a cold?’ I snapped back, vowing for the hundredth time to cut back on the fun times so I didn’t get myself into scrapes like this. ‘Yes, I made a couple of mistakes this morning, but that can happen to anyone. I love this place. Most people book themselves off sick all the time, but do I? Oh no, I drag myself in however ill I am. It’s because I care. And to say listener numbers are down is an out and out lie.’ I was warming to my theme now, determined to prove that regardless of what I got up to outside of the radio station, I still did a damn good job when I was here. ‘I’m inundated with texts and phone calls throughout the show. People love what I do. They love that I keep it real. They want entertainment, and that’s what I give them.’

      I would normally die rather than cry at the office, but I’d got myself so het up that tears were pricking at the back of my eyes. Charlie from HR pushed a box of tissues across the table and patted my wrist awkwardly, before quickly snatching his hand away, no doubt terrified that any form of physical contact could bring a sexual harassment claim to his door.

      I sniffed a few times, and blew my nose pathetically while Charlie made comforting ‘There, there’ noises.

      ‘Perhaps I should head home and see if an afternoon in bed will make me feel better,’ I suggested, figuring it was best to make a strategic retreat and gather my thoughts before I made even more of a fool of myself.

      ‘Yeah, that’s right, hide under the duvet to nurse the rest of your hangover,’ said Mike.

      ‘I think that’s enough for now, Michael,’ said Charlie. ‘That sounds like an excellent plan, Lucy. Are you well enough to drive yourself home, or do you want someone to give you a lift back?’

      I took another tissue. ‘I’ll be OK. Thank you for your understanding.’

      I walked out of the room forcing myself to hold my head up high. Before I closed the door, I swear I heard Charlie laying into Mike for giving me such a hard time. Served him right, the sneaky so-and-so. How dare he go creeping to Management to stir up trouble? OK, so maybe I had been letting my hair down a bit too much of late, but working in media, it’s practically compulsory to join in with all the parties and awards ceremonies. It’s important for promoting the show. It wasn’t fair that I should be punished for doing everything I could to get people to tune into Star FM.

      Skye was hovering around the corner, an anxious expression on her face.

      ‘Shouldn’t you be reading the bulletin?’ I asked, glancing up at the clock.

      ‘I’ve got a minute to go.’ She hopped from one foot to the other as if warming up for a running race. ‘Plenty of time. I wanted to check that you’re OK. I was so worried when I heard Mike threatening you with HR.’

      I forced a smile. ‘Don’t worry about me, Skye. Mike’s just being his usual charming self. It’ll all blow over.’ Or at least I hoped it would. I massaged my forehead. The headache was getting worse, despite my earlier restorative smoothie. Today was turning out to be extremely trying. ‘Sorry I’m not going to be around for the weekly planning session.’ Actually, I wasn’t that sorry. The weekly planning meetings normally turned into a passive-aggressive standoff between Mike and everyone else, and they tested my patience at the best of times. ‘I’m heading home for a quiet afternoon.’

      Skye checked her watch. ‘Fifteen seconds to go. I suppose I’d better get down there now otherwise I’ll be out of breath when the jingle goes. Hope you feel better soon, Luce. Make sure you get plenty of rest.’

      She scurried away before I could urge her to do the same. It was only when I got outside that I remembered that my car was still parked outside The Crown. Thankfully, the pub wasn’t far away, and there were a couple of shops along the route where I might be able to get a present for Skye. It wouldn’t make me feel any less guilty about not picking up her hints that she had something important she wanted to share with me, but better to celebrate her good news late than never.

      As I stared at the bright displays in the windows and tried to focus on deciding whether to get a treat for Skye or something cute for the baby, my mind instead wandered off to the things Mike had said about the listening figures. Despite the bravado in my response, I was worried about what he’d implied. The world of radio is a ruthless place, where change is a constant and there is always a threat from the shiny new up-and-coming presenters. I’d been lucky being awarded long-term contracts and gradually working my way up the presenting ranks until I’d finally got the dream position as breakfast host on a show which was syndicated to stations all over the country. But where was there to go from here? There were plenty of people who’d do anything for my job and I couldn’t afford to rest on my laurels. Some people would say the next career move to make was the gilded land of television, but radio was my passion. That and smoothie making, but I was hardly likely to make a living out of that. If my show started haemorrhaging listeners, then my days at this radio station were numbered, and once that happened, there wasn’t an obvious place for me to go.

      I forced that uncomfortable thought to the back of my mind and tried to channel Skye by mindfully enjoying my surroundings. I managed about fifteen seconds of attempting to appreciate the claggy, polluted air of the street, before an empty crisp packet flew in my face and snapped me out of it. As I still hadn’t managed to decide whether to get a gift for Skye or the baby, I settled my dilemma by picking out items for both. The shop assistant declared himself to be a huge fan of my show, and asked for a selfie when I was paying, which was rather embarrassing but flattering nevertheless. Given that I was meant to be heading home sick, I should have said no, but the request made me feel a bit better about my listening figures, so I gave my best grin and made him swear not to post it on social media until at least tomorrow.

      I was massively relieved to arrive at the pub and see my car, all four wheels still attached and windows un-smashed. Time to go home. Of course, things were never going to be that simple, because then I couldn’t find my keys in my handbag. I concentrated hard until a vague memory floated back into my mind of Chris, the landlord of The Crown, putting them safely behind the bar for me. I smothered a smile as I wondered if that had been before or after the tap-dancing. There was nothing for it, I’d have to go in and hope I could charm Chris into returning them.

      I swung open the heavy door and marched in confidently. The Crown, in keeping with its less-than-illustrious surroundings, was a complete dive. It was what you might generously call a ‘traditional’ old man’s pub complete with sticky floors and catering consisting of a few pork pies wrapped in clingfilm behind the bar. But the drinks were cheap, it was close to work and the atmosphere was welcoming, well, to a select group of people anyway. Consequently, it was rare to walk in there and not see someone from Star FM propping up the bar. Sure enough, the first person I saw was Jonno, enjoying a pint and one of the aforementioned pork pies in celebration of another successful show.

      ‘You ought to be careful eating that thing.’ I nodded towards his lunch. ‘God knows how long those pies have been out of the fridge for. Surely Peace will have a go at you for all the additives it contains.’

      Jonno took another mouthful. ‘Serenity believes in free choices. Besides, she’s off filming another series of “Britain’s Best Biscuit” or some other tosh, so while the cat’s away and all…’

      Chris emerged from the back room, a dusty-looking pint glass in each hand.

      ‘Lucy Fairweather, I wondered when I’d be seeing you. And how dare you cast aspersions on this establishment? I’ll have you know those pork pies were purchased from the cash and carry by my good self not a week ago now.’ His eyes twinkled good-naturedly behind his thick-rimmed spectacles. He placed the beer glasses down and folded his arms expectantly, an expression of mock anger on his face. ‘Have you got something to say to me, Lucy? Maybe an apology for the scratches on my tables which weren’t there this time yesterday?’

      He gestured at a few lines on the surfaces, but to be honest the furniture looked no more battered than it usually did.

      I tried to look remorseful. ‘Sorry, Chris. I’ve got a cold. That drink I had must have gone to my head quicker than usual.’

      Chris pursed his lips. ‘That drink, and then all the others. Tap-dancing, I ask you. Much more of that and I’ll have to apply for a special entertainment licence from the council. Never mind, we won’t say anything more about it. Though if you fancy making recompense, you could give me a shout out on your show. Anything to get the punters in.’

      Jonno pulled a face. ‘And get normal folk in here interrupting our peace of an evening? Don’t you dare, Lucy. I’ll buy you both a drink if you forget about that idea right now.’

      I looked at my watch. It was well after midday. I really should be heading home and getting that rest I’d told Mike and Charlie I so desperately needed.

      ‘Go on,’ urged Jonno. ‘One for the road. Where’s your sense of fun? Let’s toast Skye’s baby. Did you see her round-robin email? It’s worthy of a celebration. That child is probably going to come out of the womb meditating. It’ll never cry because it’ll be too busy doing baby yoga and mindfully drinking breast milk.’

      I lightly punched his shoulder. ‘Don’t be so rude. Skye’s an angel, and you know it. She’s way above the rest of us.’ I hesitated, Sensible Lucy battling it out with Fun Lucy. As always, it wasn’t really a fair fight. I pulled up a barstool and settled myself down. ‘Go on then, let’s wet the baby’s head. Or is that what you do after it’s born? I don’t know. Either way, it would be a shame not to celebrate such a special moment in our favourite newsreader’s life.’

      ‘The usual?’ asked Chris, reaching over for a large glass.

      ‘Why not?’ I said. ‘Though perhaps you should make it a small one. It’s still only lunchtime after all.’

      The small glass ended up being not quite so modest as I’d intended, but I stuck to my word and only had the one, though I had a horrible feeling that Jonno topped it up when I nipped to the loo. It was good to have some relaxation time, and I felt the stress of a difficult morning start seeping away.

      As the strains of the Doctors theme tune finished playing on the ancient TV in the corner, Jonno checked his watch.

      ‘Better be heading back to work. And am I right in thinking you’re skiving off this afternoon?’

      I blew a raspberry at him. He laughed, and helped me on with my coat before we headed out to the car park.

      ‘Can you give me a lift down the road, Luce?’ he asked. ‘I’m going to be late for the weekly planning meeting otherwise.’

      I shook my head. ‘Afraid not. If Lucy’s had a drink, then Lucy doesn’t drive, that’s my motto.’

      It’s a rule I always stick to, even if I’ve just had the one. There are some things you don’t mess around with.

      A flicker of irritation crossed Jonno’s face, but then he leaned in and gave me the standard media-luvvy farewell of a kiss on both cheeks.

      ‘Laters, Luce. Feel better.’

      I’d actually been feeling better ever since arriving at The Crown, I guess thanks to the walk in the fresh air to get there. However, the chances of being caught out if I spent any more of my unexpected time off shopping or doing something fun were high so, being a good girl, I caught the bus home to go to bed, only deviating from my journey to get some more cash out.

      Unfortunately, the duvet day didn’t proceed as planned because my mum was hovering by my doorstep, a classic look of disappointment filling her face when she saw me arrive.

      ‘Hello, Lucy. I’ve been worried about you the past few days. You look terrible, by the way.’

      Only my mum could cram concern and condemnation into the space of six seconds. She turned to the dog, who had dared to raise his bottom so that it was now hovering a couple of inches above the ground.

      ‘I told you to sit!’ she barked.

      Freddie slammed his backside back down onto the pavement and we exchanged a look of doggy–daughter solidarity.

      ‘Hello to you too,’ I said.

      I fumbled putting my key into the lock and could feel her disapproving stare boring between my shoulder blades. As soon as the door was open, she strode in, Freddie trotting neatly at her side.

      ‘Yes, please do come in,’ I muttered under my breath. ‘And, Freddie, feel welcome to leave as much hair as possible when I’ve just cleaned the place.’

      My mum swung round. I always forget that she’s got ears like a bat, attuned from many years of listening out for trouble in her job as a playground supervisor at a particularly rough primary school.

      ‘It doesn’t look like you’ve cleaned recently, Lucinda. I’m surprised all this dust isn’t setting off your asthma. And don’t get me started on the state of your kitchen counters. You should keep on top of your recycling. All those glass bottles cluttering up the place make you look like an alcoholic.’

      ‘Gee, thanks, Mum, way to make a person feel like they’ve got a problem. They’re from a party I hosted at the weekend, because I have a social life.’

      ‘A bit too much of the wrong kind of social life, if you ask me,’ she replied.

      I laughed. ‘I was wondering how long it would be before you launched into a lecture. This must be a record-breaker, Mum. You’ve been in the house for less than two minutes and you’re already having a go at me about my life choices.’

      Freddie whimpered at the tension in the air. For a few moments, a mother–daughter staring match was in full force. Eventually Mum caved and pulled a face. ‘I’m sorry, darling, that was perhaps a bit harsh. You know it’s only because I care about you that I say these things. I only want what’s best for you.’

      However, I was on a roll now and in no mood for accepting her apologies.

      ‘I think I’m grown up enough now to know for myself what’s best. I’m Lucy Fairweather, I’m a successful radio DJ and I like to have fun. I’m not hurting anyone, so why don’t you let me get on with living my life without coming around to judge me all the time? What are you even doing here?’

      As soon as the question was out of my mouth, I wished it away, because I already knew the answer. There’s a painful reason Mum comes around more often at this time of the year, and it’s because of that same reason we’re both more likely to end up in just this kind of slanging match. But acknowledging it to myself, and being able to talk about an incident I still find agonisingly raw are two very different things. I teetered on the edge of trying to say something, but while I was grasping for the right words, Mum clicked her tongue at Freddie. He leaped to her side, throwing me a disappointed look that his visit was being prematurely curtailed. She fixed me with a stern stare which would have had me whimpering in moments in my teenage years.

      ‘You think you’re not upsetting anyone, but I can think of quite a few who are hurt by your actions, not least one of whom is yourself. Come along, Frederick, we’re not wanted here.’ Freddie’s ears went back as Mum yanked him away from some cereal crumbs which he’d managed to find on the floor. ‘Call me when you’re in a better mood, Lucinda. I deal with enough sulky, immature children at work. I’m not going to waste my spare time doing it as well.’
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      I decided to fix myself a hot toddy for medicinal purposes and took myself off to bed to recover. So far, the day had been rubbish from start to finish. The only good point had been Skye’s surprise announcement, but I was in the kind of mood where even that made me feel down. She was the one friend I knew I could rely on, but her priorities were bound to alter over the next few months. I’d seen it happen with other friends. They’d swear that motherhood wouldn’t change them and that they’d still have plenty of time to hang out with me, but, before I knew it, I’d be ditched in favour of Tumble Tots and cake meetings with the other yummy mummies. Maybe Skye would be different and she’d let me play the role of Cool Aunt Lucy, but the way my life was going, I’d probably end up more like a lonely Great Aunt Lucy, left behind in the old bears’ home in Peru while young Paddington went off to explore the world and have adventures without me.

      I put my glass down unfinished on my bedside table. The whisky in my hot toddy was making me maudlin. Next time I made one, I’d cut down on the booze content, I vowed. I shuffled further down under the duvet and turned the television on, flicking through the channels until I found one showing ancient repeats of some soap opera to distract me from the dark places my mind kept disappearing into. And then I finally drifted off to sleep to a soundtrack of arguing addicts and cheating fiancés.
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      I woke up with sunlight streaming onto my face from the gap in the curtains. Stretching my limbs like a cat, I rolled over and checked my phone. I must have forgotten to put it on charge last night because there was no sign of life. Normally my own batteries felt pretty flat too, but today I was invigorated by the healing powers of sleep. I spent half my life feeling groggy from my semi-nocturnal existence. It was amazing what difference it made seeing the light. Sunshine had the power to make my spirits soar and ease the tension headache which seemed to constantly pull on my forehead. I took a deep, relaxing breath and relished the sensation of contentment.

      And then my heart stopped as the obvious question occurred to me with a cold sense of horror. Why was it so light outside? At this time of the year, I shouldn’t normally be experiencing this kind of brightness until I came out of the studio. I leaped out of bed, my pulse suddenly going triple-time. I hit the menu button on the remote control and the time on the TV screen confirmed my worst fears. I was late. Very, very late. In fact, so late, I’d be lucky to make it to the radio station for the last five minutes of the show.

      I hopped around the bedroom, trying to pull on my jeans while turning the radio on to see how they’d managed to cope with the situation. I’d properly dumped them in the poo. Was that Skye presenting my slot for me? Why hadn’t she rung my landline to wake me up and get me in there? I nearly fell down the stairs as I tried to simultaneously do up my trainers and pull on my old uni hoody, the first item of clothing I’d managed to grab. As I slammed the front door behind me, I cursed myself for abandoning the car in the pub car park once again. To add to my transport difficulties, I couldn’t summon a taxi because my phone was dead as a dodo. There was no other option. I’d have to make it to the bus stop. I set off at a run, but no sooner had I got going, then I tripped over my still-undone laces. I went headfirst to the ground, painfully jarring my wrists as I automatically put out my hands to break my fall.

      But a tumble wasn’t going to stop me. I heaved myself up and continued at a staggering jog pace, picking pieces of gravel out of the grazes on my hands as I went. One bus sped past me when I was still a couple of hundred yards from the bus stop. I put on a spurt, but the sadistic driver waited at the stop until I was ten feet away before setting off on his route again.

      If my palms weren’t so sore, I would have shaken my fist at his retreating vehicle. Somehow the fact that the bus had a banner on its side advertising my show, complete with a glossy picture of me, made my predicament feel even worse. I collapsed in a heap on the bus shelter bench and fought to regain my breath. My hands were stinging, my lungs were aching and I still had the problem of how on earth I was going to get to work to contend with. Mike was going to slaughter me. And the tears routine wasn’t going to work for a second time with Charlie from HR. I was in deep, deep bother.

      I sat there feeling pathetically sorry for myself. It felt like however hard I tried, and however good my intentions were, something always seemed to go wrong. I allowed myself five minutes of self-indulgent wallowing, ignoring the niggling voice at the back of my mind telling me that I’d brought this particular disaster on myself. Then I forced my brain into gear. There were practicalities to sort. I needed to come up with an excuse for not showing up, something better than just having slept in.

      I don’t deal well with having too much time to think. The longer I sat at the bus stop worrying away, the more guilty and uncomfortable I felt about the whole situation. Maybe my mum was right and I am my own worst enemy. I quashed that thought immediately. Part of the reason my programme is so successful is because I’m not afraid of showing that I am that girl next door, you know, the slightly bonkers one, but basically an average human being who makes mistakes like everyone else, and knows how to have a good laugh. Only my mistakes seemed to have got into the habit of being rather bigger than everyone else’s.

      My train of thought was interrupted by an angry beep. I looked up and saw another bus had pulled up.

      ‘Are you getting on today, love, or not?’ asked the driver. ‘Only I do have a strict schedule I’ve got to follow.’

      ‘Sorry, I was miles away.’ I hurried forward, accidentally colliding with someone who was disembarking. The dregs of their tea spilled onto my jeans, joining a smear of blood from my injured hands. At this rate, I’d turn up looking like a victim of assault. For the briefest of seconds, I actually contemplated whether that would work as an excuse, before I firmly stamped on the ridiculousness of the idea. I might tell a few little white lies every so often, but that would definitely classify as a dirty great big one.

      I scrunched myself up on a grimy seat and spent the journey racking my brain for inspiration. I was so engrossed in my thoughts that I nearly missed the stop for the radio station, and rang the bell when we’d driven past it. Thankfully, the bus driver took pity on my bedraggled state and screeched to a halt, letting me descend in the industrial estate around the corner from the office.

      I set off at another vigorous trot, but slowed down again when I heard the thunderous bell of the local church clanging for ten o’clock. My show was over. There was no point in rushing now. My feet grew heavy and every instinct in my body told me to turn around and leave because I was in big trouble. But I wasn’t one to shirk my responsibilities. It was up to me to face the music and try to mend some bridges. I reluctantly trudged up the road and turned the bend. Then I stopped in my tracks. Why was there a crowd outside the building? There were so many people milling around, I couldn’t even see the front door. At first, I thought they must be doing a fire practice, but as I scanned the faces of the jostling mass, I realised I didn’t recognise a single one from the radio station.

      However, I soon started spotting the familiar forms of photographers who occasionally descended to get snaps and gossip when we had a big-name celebrity appearing on the show. Perhaps Jonno had a famous guest on today. I looked down at my grubby jeans, far-from-white trainers and tatty hoody. Well, they’d either be too busy looking out for their celeb to notice me, or as fellow media-types they’d hopefully cut me some slack for my less-than-perfect appearance. I lowered my head and strode on, deciding the direct route was the best way through the crowd.

      It was a massive mistake. As I moved forward, one of them shouted my name, and then the rest surged towards me. Suddenly phones were being thrust in my face and cameras were flashing enough to blur my vision. I was disorientated and overwhelmed by the sudden invasion of my personal space, but the harder I pushed to try to get past them, the harder they pressed back at me. It was suffocating and noisy and horribly intimidating. People were shouting questions at me, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying in all the hubbub. The noise was an assault and the expressions on the faces surrounding me were gleefully predatory. I spotted the smallest of gaps, and scurried through, but still they chased me down. And then at last I was at the front door of the radio station, banging the frame in my desperation to be let in. If someone didn’t rescue me soon, I was scared I was going to throw up, or faint, or worse.

      When someone tapped me on the shoulder, I lost it. I turned around to the mass of strangers
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