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For Claire Smith


Giver of gifts too precious to wrap


in brown-paper packages.


Thank you for being a true friend.




Dear Reader


Imagine the most amazing, beautiful gift, chosen especially for you and wrapped with great care, so that the unwrapping is as delicious as the gift itself. That’s what I hope this book is for you. It’s a story I’ve wanted to tell for a long time and I’m over the moon to be able to share it now.


I’m still pinching myself that I get to write stories for a living. Huge thanks to the team at my new book home, Pan Macmillan: to my editors, Caroline Hogg and Victoria Hughes-Williams, for their insight and huge faith in me; Wayne Brookes (bostin’ in every sense!); Mandy Greenfield, Kathryn Wolfendale and Claire Gatzen. Enormous love to my brilliant agent, Hannah Ferguson, for her phenomenal support and excitement about everything I do.


I have the gift of awesome fellow writers, whose encouragement means the world to me – heartfelt thanks to Julie Cohen, Rowan Coleman, Cally Taylor, Kate Harrison, Tamsyn Murray, Kim Curran, Hannah Beckerman and A.G. Smith.


Much love, as always, to my amazing Twitter and Facebook lovelies, who once again have inspired elements of the book:




*   Babs the cleaner named by Denise @samsonite11111


*   Spill the Beans coffee shop named by Mell Greenfield @thislittlemell


*   Bennett the collie named by Meriel Flint @mezzabel


*   Daisy-chain necklace chosen by Cheryl Saunders @cherylsaunders3


*   Rea and Megan inspired by @bookreviewbyrea and @ MeganInTheSun


*   Florence, the ice-cream VW camper-van at the Charity Fair, kindly loaned by Polly’s Parlour and is a real-life star! www.pollys-parlour.co.uk


*   Freya & Georgie’s coffee shop named in honour of my nieces, Freya Smith and Georgie Davis.


*   Much love to Anna Perkins for being my inspiration for Anna Browne.


*   Happy 30th Wedding Anniversary to Mandy and Alan Cooke, who won a mention here!


*   Lucy the blogger is inspired by all the lovely bloggers I’ve met over the years. You rock!





Thank you to my fantastic family, the legendary Peppermint massive and my brilliant Dreamers writing group, for keeping me sane! This book is written in loving memory of Doris Ellis, my Gran and biggest fan.


And lastly, all my love to my lovely husband Bob and gorgeous daughter Flo, for being the most precious surprises in my life. I love you to the moon and back.


This book is about life’s ability to surprise us. I hope it inspires you to seek out extraordinary gifts of possibility hidden in everyday life.


Brightest wishes


Miranda xx




‘Surprise is the greatest gift which life can grant us.’


Boris Pasternak, novelist (1890–1960)
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The UPS deliveryman waited in line, checking his watch. It had been a long day already and he still had two hours of his shift remaining. Traffic was backed up two miles out of the city on the main arteries and it was only going to get worse as the weekend rush began. He would be late – as he was nearly every Friday evening. His wife would not be happy. Neither would his kid, waiting for Daddy to come home and try out his new football in the back garden. Like he’d promised . . .


Ahead of him a line of three people waited not so patiently to receive security passes. They were red-faced and rude, loudly voicing their annoyance as a young receptionist did her best to remain affable. Too many people in this city were willing to engage their mouths before their brains, the deliveryman concluded. God forbid he should ever have to work in a city building. Trapped inside steel walls, breathing everyone else’s recycled air, office politics as unforgiving as the air con – that wasn’t the life for him. Visiting them on his round was bad enough. The sense of relief he felt climbing back into his delivery van confirmed the rightness of his career choice. At least he could drive away from places like these, even if it was to visit identical buildings somewhere else in the city.


He glanced up at the large atrium, rising six storeys to a domed glass ceiling, the imposing architecture befitting a national newspaper. Marble floors and mahogany fixtures, subtle uplighting and large brushed-steel planters filled with greenery at the feet of a glass lift, which reminded him of a Roald Dahl story he’d read as a boy. It was the kind of building his brother Warren would kill to enter, with his cheap suit and greedy ambition. Not that the dodgy knock-offs his brother peddled were ever likely to get him into this place. Warren could take the mickey out of him all he liked for being a ‘jumped-up postie’, but it meant he could enter fancy city buildings where his brother would never be admitted. That was something. Smiling to himself a little unkindly, the deliveryman stepped forward as the party ahead of him moved on.


The young woman behind the reception desk apologised for his wait. She had a pretty smile, he thought, the kind that transforms a face when it appears.


‘How can I help you today?’


The deliveryman lifted up a package. ‘I have a parcel . . .’ he checked the label, ‘for Anna Browne?’


The woman’s pale-blue eyes widened. ‘Oh. That’s me.’


Her apparent shock made him grin. In a round made up exclusively of business deliveries to corporate offices, it wasn’t often that somebody was surprised to receive a package.


‘You weren’t expecting anything?’


‘No, not at all.’ She leaned forward a little, lowering her voice. ‘I never get parcels – not here or at home,’ she confided, peering at the package.


‘Must be your lucky day, sweetheart,’ the deliveryman smiled, giving her his handheld device and leaning against the desk while she signed. ‘You have a good day.’ He paused while he debated whether or not to say more, and then went ahead. ‘Hope it’s something nice.’




Two
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It had just been an ordinary Friday for Anna Browne. She arrived for work exactly twenty minutes early, as she always did, stowed her belongings in the small staff kitchen behind the huge slate wall of the reception area and took her place behind the desk. First task of the day was checking for notes in the diary for any important meetings due to take place at the Daily Messenger. There had been three marked for today: a visit from a trio of Board members to see the newspaper’s editor, Juliet Evans – the purpose of which was no doubt likely to set tongues wagging among the Messenger’s employees; a team of accountants due to meet the Finance Department at midday; and a raft of hopefuls expected from two o’clock for the next intake of the paper’s highly prized internship scheme.


There had been nothing to suggest today would be remarkable, save perhaps for an official-looking brown envelope waiting for Anna in her pigeonhole. A glance across the wall of uniform wooden boxes when she’d arrived confirmed that every employee had received an identical letter – the contents of which were soon the hot topic of conversation amongst her colleagues.


‘I won’t do it,’ snapped Sheniece Wilson, junior receptionist, her carefully straightened blonde hair bobbing with indignity. ‘I don’t care if it is official.’


Newly arrived receptionist Ashraf Guram looked worried. ‘But they can fire you if you don’t take part, can’t they? I mean, it says here . . .’


Ted Blaskiewicz, chief security officer, chuckled and slapped a comradely hand on the young man’s back. ‘You don’t want to pay too much attention to that, son. Trust me. They only fire you if they’re really angry. Mind you, you know what they say: last in, first out . . .’


As Ashraf’s brow furrowed further, Anna passed around the mugs of tea she had made for everyone – another Friday tradition. ‘What’s up?’


‘So, you haven’t heard the latest, then?’ Sheniece was waving a sheet of paper like it was covered in something unmentionable.


Anna surveyed the identically disgusted expressions of her three work colleagues. ‘I take it that it’s not good news?’


‘Read your memo,’ Ted said. ‘Turns out we’re all pointlessly job-swapping for a fortnight.’


‘Doing the work of someone else for less money, more like.’ Journalist Rea Sinfield had appeared at reception – her favourite place to be whenever she could get away from the newsroom, and especially when there was gossip to be had.


‘Work-shadowing,’ Sheniece spat the words like a fly from her mouth. ‘Another of the Dragon’s stonking ideas. It’s pathetic. What am I going to learn from . . .’ she squinted at the name handwritten on her letter, ‘Alan Drake in Logistics?’


‘I would’ve thought it was more about what you could teach him,’ Rea chuckled. ‘Sam from Accounts reckons he’s fit.’


‘Does she?’ Sheniece brightened a little as she considered this.


‘I’ll tell you what it is,’ Ted said, gravely. ‘It’s rearranging the chairs on the Titanic. Making us think everything is tickety-boo when it isn’t.’


Anna sighed. Rumours had been circulating like leaves in the wind for a month now, following a report in the Daily Post – the Messenger’s biggest rival – that unreliable accounting and questionable Board decisions had led to a dangerous shortfall at the newspaper. While Juliet Evans, inimitable Daily Messenger editor, insisted that all was well, the majority of her staff were yet to be convinced. Anna, however, was more inclined to believe her employer than the notoriously unreliable Messenger building’s grapevine. She had worked here long enough to see countless supposed threats to the paper come to nothing. ‘Things aren’t that bad, Ted. Ms Evans said as much in last week’s staff briefing. If anyone can get the Messenger through a tough time, it’s her.’


‘You mark my words, girl, the more she tells us it’s under control, the more in trouble this place is.’


‘Who’d you get, Anna?’ Rea asked, blanking Ted’s portent of doom.


Anna opened her letter – and her heart jumped. The name on the page caused her voice to squeak a little when she spoke it aloud. ‘Ben McAra.’ The air around her seemed to heat inexplicably.


Ben McAra had a reputation as the wunderkind of Fleet Street – a young, ambitious reporter who had quickly risen through the ranks of journalism-school hopefuls to become one of the major voices in British print media. The Messenger had headhunted him from a junior news-desk job at The Times and promoted him to chief correspondent, thus making him a star. All of this was impressive, but what Anna liked most about him was that he wore his success as casually as a weekend jacket, seemingly unaltered by his professional position. It was what she had first noticed about him when he came to work at the Messenger three years ago. And her respect for the easygoing reporter had gradually become something more.


Rea and Sheniece gawped at her. ‘You only bagged the best-looking bloke in the building! Way to go, Anna!’


Flushing, Anna fixed her gaze on the handwritten name on the memo. She knew it well – although admitting it to her colleagues was more than her sanity was worth. Ben McAra, dark-haired, cheeky-smiled star reporter of the Daily Messenger, who had never so much as cast a glance in her direction, but whom Anna had secretly admired since he arrived at the newspaper. ‘I don’t know why I’ve been paired with someone from the newsroom,’ she mumbled, hoping to draw attention away from the burning beacons of her cheeks.


Sheniece stared at Anna as if she’d just turned green. ‘He isn’t just “someone from the newsroom” – he’s the chief reporter. The fittest bloke on Fleet Street; the fella half the women in the city would walk over hot coals to get close to!’


‘He’s annoying, but you wouldn’t kick him out of bed,’ Rea agreed, with all the indelicacy of a tabloid journalist.


‘There must be some mistake,’ Anna said, her racing thoughts made audible. ‘I can’t work in the newsroom.’


Sheniece’s false eyelashes fluttered with excitement. ‘It’s perfect, though! Think about it: you have two whole weeks to cosy up with a sexy journo, chasing headline stories. All that danger and passion and deadlines – it’ll get the blood pumping, bringing the two of you together . . . He’ll be jumping your bones in no time!’


Anna felt sick. ‘It won’t be like that . . .’


‘You obviously haven’t heard the rumours about Ben McAra,’ Rea smirked. ‘He’s very single right now, and more than willing to come to the aid of a pretty damsel in distress.’


‘You watch that McAra, Anna,’ Ted warned, as Sheniece and Rea drifted away to loudly concoct increasingly filthy scenarios about Ben and her. ‘He’s a snake. Murray Henderson-Vitt in the newsroom says he has no scruples when it comes to getting what he wants.’


Anna rolled her eyes. ‘Murray would know. Honestly, Ted, I’ll be fetching Ben coffee and typing up his notes, that’ll be all.’ But, secretly, the thought of spending a fortnight with the man she had been fascinated by for months both thrilled and terrified her. What would she say to him? And what could she possibly offer him in return? She liked her job in reception and was good at it. But she had never even considered she could do anything else at the paper. Comfortable with what she knew, the thought of a new work situation – even a temporary one – scared her. What if she made a fool of herself? What if everyone saw her mistakes?


A memory of a village-hall stage and the cruel laughter of a packed audience forced its way to the forefront of her mind, the affront twisting her stomach. Feigning a coughing fit, she hurried to the small kitchen behind the reception wall to steady herself against the stainless-steel sink while she pushed the recollection away.


I won’t go back there, she vowed. I’ll never do that again . . .


Scrambling to control her thoughts, she tried to think rationally. Of course she would be fine. Work-shadowing would probably be like work experience had been at school: no matter where you were placed, the tasks were the same – filing, making coffee, doing the boring stuff nobody else wanted to do. Anna could do boring and mundane, happy to be out of the spotlight. And this would be no different. So she would just follow Ben McAra around, willingly taking the unimaginative jobs he offered her, and keep her head down. Two weeks would pass soon enough. And then she could return to what she knew best – safe behind the reception desk of the Daily Messenger.


The sound of a barking voice summoned her back to her post, where Sheniece was now struggling to be polite to a newly arrived group of visitors who were voicing their frustration at the security procedures Ted had recently introduced.


‘I shouldn’t have to give you all this information,’ a portly man bellowed. ‘Do you know who I am?’


‘Perhaps I can be of assistance?’ Gently nudging her colleague out of the firing line, Anna proffered a bright smile, instantly diffusing a little of the visitor’s anger. Sheniece didn’t argue: it was well known that irate members of the public were her least favourite thing to deal with. Of all the reception team, Anna’s coolness in the face of fury placed her firmly ahead of her colleagues for crisis management. It was a skill honed over many years, in a season of her life that nobody here knew about.


After much blustering and threats of dire consequences when the Board heard of their ordeal, Anna furnished all the visitors with passes, collected the details required by the new security protocol and sent them, grumbling but defeated, on their way to the top-floor boardroom. As they left, a smiling UPS deliveryman stepped forward.


‘I have a parcel . . . for Anna Browne?’




Three
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Anna Browne stared at the package in her hands. It was bigger than a shoebox, wrapped in brown paper with a neatly written address label. She didn’t recognise the handwriting. Turning it over, she found no return address. Which was odd. Packages from delivery couriers almost always had a sender label stuck on the top, useful for the deliveries the newspaper often received in error, meant for the large international banking corporation up the street. Two digits wrongly arranged in the street number meant a lunchtime excursion for Anna, dropping off the misplaced parcels in Hanson Holdings’ glass-and-steel reception. Couriers had made so many mistaken deliveries lately that she was now on first-name terms with the two receptionists there.


This package was different. It was addressed correctly – to her. But who would be sending her parcels? Hardly anybody she knew could even say where she worked. In fact, of those Anna Browne called her friends, only one person would even bother to ask for that information. For a moment she wondered if her expat American neighbour Tish might have sent it. But while they exchanged cards and gifts for Christmas and birthdays, Tish and Anna were not yet at the stage of friendship for unexpected gift-giving. Their friendship had begun when they’d recognised one another when queuing for coffee in the small coffee shop below their apartment building on the edge of the city. They had met once before, in the temperamental lift making its unsteady way up from the lobby of Walton Tower, and had shared their frustrations with the unreliability of the building’s amenities. In the coffee queue, Tish had turned to Anna to complain about the slackness of service and had recognised her. They had shared a table and the bond began. The friendship that grew from that initial meeting was strong, but remained largely in the here and now – in the tradition of many of her London acquaintances, Anna actually knew very little of Tish’s life before she’d emigrated to England.


Anna dismissed Tish as a possible sender. If she had decided to send Anna gifts, she would have sent them to Anna’s home address anyway, and as Tish Gornick was fond of attention, she was most unlikely to want her generosity to go unaccredited.


Her younger brother Ruari could have sent the parcel, Anna supposed. But why wouldn’t he send it to her home? Anyway, he was wrapped up in his own life, finally on an even keel back in Cornwall, after many years chasing surf around the world – and as the birthday cards he sent her were always three weeks late, this level of spontaneity was out of character for him.


Two other unlikely candidates remained: Isadora Smedley, Anna’s elderly neighbour; and Jonah Rawdon, who was the closest person Anna had to a best friend in the city. Mrs Smedley was known for her generosity, but didn’t know where Anna worked, so Anna decided she could be ruled out immediately.


Could it be Jonah? Unlike Tish or Isadora, he knew what Anna did for a living and had occasionally met her after work near the Daily Messenger’s building. He was naturally a little shy and was definitely capable of concealing secrets, but why would he have chosen to send Anna a gift now, several years into their friendship? While there was undoubtedly a connection between them, and Anna had even on occasion found them flirting together, she couldn’t quite picture Jonah choosing this method to declare a long-held regard for her. The no-nonsense Yorkshireman was far more likely to come right out with a confession in the middle of a field somewhere, during one of their weekend trips out to the countryside, than go to all the trouble of sending her secret gifts.


But if not him, who else could it be? Certainly not Anna’s mother, stuck like a stubborn stick in Tamar Estuary mud, who still hadn’t forgiven her for ‘abandoning your family and running away to that city . . .’ Cornish people should remain Cornish, she maintained; Anna’s decision to move out of blessed Kernow was tantamount to treason. Consequently Ms Senara Browne hadn’t sent Anna a birthday card in six years; a parcel with no specified reason for sending it was therefore out of the question. And as her father was long gone, before Anna was old enough to notice, it was highly unlikely to be from him, either.


‘Hey, Anna, what you got there?’


Anna looked up to see the smiling face of Ted Blaskiewicz. Most days the chief security officer appeared around this time to help himself to coffee from the percolator behind reception and to chew the cud. There was nothing in the Daily Messenger’s building that Ted didn’t know: he took security to a new heights of conscientiousness.


‘Sanjay from Obits has split from his wife,’ he grinned, this gem of gossip a prized possession. ‘I told you that was going to happen.’


‘I think it’s sad,’ Anna replied, never one to revel in another’s misfortune. ‘Poor Sanjay.’


‘Poor Sanjay’s ex,’ Ted retorted. ‘He’s been doing overtime with Claire Connors from Features, if you know what I mean. Growing his personal column inches, in more ways than one.’


‘Ted!’


He shrugged like a Mafia don after a massacre. ‘It’s just an observation. So,’ he eyed the unopened parcel in Anna’s hands, ‘what’s in the box, Anna Browne?’


‘I have no idea.’


‘Ain’t you going to look?’


‘No.’


Ted was wounded. ‘Whyever not? It could be a bomb.’


Anna shot him a look. ‘Well, in that case tell the BBC I was a hero, for opening it at home to save the Messenger staff.’


‘You are no fun, woman.’


Anna grinned. ‘I just want to enjoy having a parcel. I don’t get parcels. Ever.’


Even for a hardened gossipmonger, Ted accepted this, being rather fond of the occasional parcel that arrived at reception addressed to him, quickly snaffled away to his office. It was common knowledge amongst his colleagues that these deliveries were box sets of prized American crime series, purchased months before they were due to be screened in the UK. ‘Okay. But I’ll be here tomorrow demanding to know what it was.’


‘Of course you will.’


Anna watched Ted’s hulking frame slope off and smiled to herself. No doubt he would blab the news to the first person he met. Ted always did. But how unusual for Anna to be the topic of gossip – little, quiet Anna Browne on reception, who nobody ever noticed! The thought of it made her smile all afternoon.
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Friday early evening in Spill the Beans coffee shop was bustling: tired city workers hunched over lattes and macchiatos as if their lives depended upon them. The beaten-up sofas and armchairs were all occupied when Anna arrived, but she spotted a red-faced Tish Gornick waving from a table by the counter.


‘It’s bat-crazy in here,’ she said, when Anna sat down. ‘I had to fight three people for this table. I’ll bruise tomorrow, you’ll see.’


‘You got a great one,’ Anna said, amused by the drama her friend could inject into the most mundane of events. ‘Those bruises are well earned.’


Tish nodded, her mind elsewhere. ‘You know, my therapist tells me confrontation is good for my soul. I’m not so sure. Feel my heart – I mean it, Anna, feel my heart . . .’ She grabbed Anna’s hand and held it against her chest, all consideration for personal space dismissed in one movement. ‘You see? I had to sit down for five minutes just to get it to this rate, and it’s still way too fast.’


She relinquished her grip and Anna pulled her hand back, resting it safely on her lap underneath the table.


‘I’m sure you’ll survive,’ Anna smiled. ‘Shall I get coffees for us?’


‘Would you? I’m gonna need a while to compose myself.’


Leaving Tish recovering from her ordeal, Anna joined the back of the long queue that stretched from the counter almost to the door. Normally this wait was frustrating, her feet aching from the long day, and the customers ahead of her maddeningly indecisive about their orders. But this evening Anna didn’t mind.


She thought of the parcel, waiting still unopened in her apartment – a parcel sent especially for her. The thought of it lifted her, as if she was stepping on pockets of air beneath her feet. Was it possible that something as small as an unexpected parcel with her name on it could so dramatically alter how she felt? Maybe it was.


An unkind onlooker might have suggested that the impact of this singular small happening in Anna Browne’s life was a sad indictment on the rest of it. A tiny part of Anna suspected it, too. But for now all that mattered was that somebody had sent her a gift – and it was waiting for her upstairs.


‘What’s with you?’ Tish frowned when Anna returned to their table. ‘I watched you in the line: you were smiling.’


‘There’s nothing wrong with smiling,’ Anna replied, surprised that her friend had even noticed in the midst of her heart palpitations. ‘Maybe I’m happy.’


‘Happy? When you’re as single as I am? Damn, girl, whatever you’re on, I need some. What happened to you today? Have you got a date tonight?’


Anna stirred clouds of pristine milk-froth into her coffee. ‘No, I don’t have a date.’


‘What happened to that guy with the cheap roses?’


‘Which guy?’


Tish folded her arms. ‘Last Thursday. I’d just arrived on your floor to accompany Mrs Smedley to the supermarket and I saw him. He knocked on your door with a bunch of roses he’d clearly picked up at a gas station.’


Anna giggled. ‘Gary? He wasn’t my date. He’s my dentist. And the roses were from Waitrose, actually. They were lovely.’


Tish stared. ‘Since when did dentists start making house-calls with cheap roses? He had his best suit on.’


‘He came straight from a meeting at the bank. I helped him to work out a business plan a while ago; when the bank approved his loan, he brought me flowers.’ What had started as a chance remark by Gary about his expansion plans for the dental surgery had led Anna to offer her help. She had studied Business Management at university and had recently helped her brother Ruari make a plan for his surf school in Perranporth, so the method was fresh in her mind. To her surprise, she had enjoyed the experience – and her dentist had been over the moon. It amused her that Tish had been spying on her. She shook her head. ‘I can’t believe you thought I was going out with Gary.’


‘When I see a man in his best suit with cheap flowers knocking on your door, what else am I going to think?’ Tish sipped her coffee. ‘And you still haven’t answered my question. What’s made you happy?’


‘I had a good day today, that’s all.’


‘In your job?’


‘Yes. Sometimes people surprise you. Today, that happened.’


‘Make the most of it,’ Tish snorted. ‘You don’t get too much of that in this city.’


By the time Anna closed her door she was buzzing with caffeine and anticipation. Tish, who’d had a bad Friday, insisted that she buy a second round of coffee, in order to explain the offences of her day in full. Anna did her best to listen, but the promise of the package upstairs was too strong to ignore.


And now here she was: alone with the parcel at last.


She almost didn’t want to open it, the sight of mail addressed to her more precious than the contents could ever be. It was like the time when, as a child, she once received a Christmas present from the Santa at Trago Mills – the closest thing to a shopping centre that her mother would take her to. The gaudy paper and irresistible rustle it made in her hands was as close to perfection as it was possible to be; the slightly spicy fragrance of the printed design and metallic tang of the elastic string wrapped around it too lovely to rip into. Unlike Ruari, who had torn open his parcel and immediately thrown a tantrum when an inexpensive bag of sweets fell out, Anna had cradled her gift all the way home, hiding it under her bed until Christmas Day. The thought of it waiting beneath her, unopened and sparkly, as she slept each night brought her the sweetest of dreams for a week. Of course, on opening it, the contents were revealed to be identical to those so hated by her brother, but that didn’t matter. Little Anna Browne had been given a gift, just for her.


The parcel sat now in the middle of the small dining table in her living room. Anna drew up a chair and sat, staring at it. All day she had eliminated possible senders and had drawn a blank. There was only one way to discover the identity of the kind gift-giver. Taking a breath, she reached out and slid the parcel towards her.


It was neatly wrapped, the folds at each end of the box forming two identically sized triangles. Anna appreciated the care and concentration required to achieve this. As a sixteen-year-old she had worked on Saturdays in the gift-wrapping department of Purefoy’s, the faded department store in Liskeard, long since demolished. Miss Miller, the pinch-faced spinster who ran gift-wrap like an army barracks, insisted on nothing less than symmetry for the piles of boxes awaiting adornment. More out of fear than anything else, Anna had learned the art of accurate folding, measuring the overhang of each end of wrapping paper before daring to crease it. Symmetry was what mattered, Miss Miller said. People always appreciated a well-wrapped parcel.


Looking at the package in her hands, Anna now knew what Miss Miller meant. Somebody had not only taken the time to think of her and select a gift, but had also ensured it was beautifully wrapped – albeit in brown paper. But if this much care and attention had been lavished on the unremarkable outer garment of the parcel, what did that bode for whatever lay inside?


The moment Anna had waited for all day had arrived. Determined to enjoy every minute of its unveiling, she took a deep breath and began to peel away the sticky tape holding down the perfect parcel corners. The paper shivered away across the table, revealing a pale, duck-egg-blue box embossed in the centre with the words Et voilà! in midnight-blue foil. Anna lifted the lid – and lost her breath.


There, nestled between gossamer sheets of the palest green tissue, was the most wonderful silk scarf Anna had ever laid eyes on. Almost afraid to disturb its exquisite folds, she reached into the box and carefully lifted the garment out. Its sheen caught the light from the pendant lamp above her table and, as she raised the scarf further, a delicious scent filled the air. It was like sugared almonds and royal icing – sweet and inviting. Gently she found the corners and shook out the folds, revealing a beautiful design of tiny yellow roses laid across a background the colour of the sky before the snow: a glowing cream with the smallest hint of pale gold. The scarf moved with a mercurial elegance through her hands, and when Anna lifted it to her neck it felt like the caress of a summer breeze across her skin.


Trembling, she rose and stood by the mirror that hung on the wall between her bathroom and bedroom. How had somebody chosen this perfect gift for her? The colours in the scarf seemed to make her skin glow, each shade a perfect complement for her colouring. In all her life she had never received a gift like this. Her reflection smiled back and she was surprised at how different she appeared. Could a scarf make such a change?


It was beautiful; what was more, she felt beautiful wearing it.


But who had sent this to her? And why?
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At the Daily Messenger nobody knew the building as intimately as Barbara ‘Babs’ Braithwaite. She had been cleaning its nooks and crannies for nearly forty years and in that time had witnessed many changes. Even her own job had undergone several transformations: from Cleaner to Cleaning Operative to Assistant Sanitation Officer to Head of ‘Clean Team’. She was now in charge of ten cleaners, who worked shifts to prepare the newspaper offices hours before staff arrived and late after they had left. Consequently not much passed her attention.


So she was the first to notice when the friendly receptionist arrived almost an hour early that Monday morning. Babs had always liked the girl, and on the occasional times she’d been able to share a conversation had noticed how easily she maintained eye contact. Not like those stuck-up journalists, who mostly ignored the Clean Team as if they were designed to be invisible. Eye contact was an underrated skill, Babs believed. Her mother – Heaven bless her – had always laid great store by developing the ability. ‘If you can look someone in the eye, they’ll know you’re honest,’ she’d often say. The poor woman might have died practically penniless, but she’d left a legacy of lifelong friends who appreciated her honesty. Eye contact was her unique talent that drew them to her. Not many seemed to value it these days. That nice Anna on reception was one of the few young people Babs had met who could do it.


Today, there was something different about the girl, although Babs couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was. She was always pleasant and friendly, quiet of course – but that was a nice change, in a place that attracted people with more mouth than sense. Today, she seemed happier, glowing even. Maybe she was in love. If that was the case, she was likely to keep her beau a secret from the loudmouths she worked with. That Sheniece girl broadcast her shenanigans with all and sundry, to anyone within earshot. No class, that one. Whatever happened to maintaining a little bit of mystery?


Or maybe she was pregnant. That would be lovely, Babs thought. People in this building tended to leave when they had babies, the tick of their biological clocks providing the excuse they needed to quit the newspaper business. Anna didn’t strike her as the sort to do that. She seemed to love her job. A baby on the way would be just what reception needed. Bring a bit of joy into the place. But if that was true, Babs was certain she would have already heard about it from Ted Blaskiewicz. That sort of gossip was his favourite kind . . .


While the reason was unclear, Anna certainly seemed keen to come into work this morning – and that alone was remarkable. Babs hoped it might become a regular thing. She met very few people at this hour, and the chance of a bit of chat before the end of her shift would be very welcome indeed.


‘You’re in early,’ Babs noted as she ran a duster over the reception counter. ‘It’s nice to see a friendly face before the rush starts.’


‘I thought I’d catch an earlier bus,’ Anna replied. She had a lovely smile, Babs thought. Pretty girl, pretty soul – that’s what her old ma would have said.


‘Good idea. I bet you found a seat, too.’


‘As a matter of fact, I did.’


‘But why come straight here, though? You could be having one of those posh coffees somewhere. My granddaughter tells me they’re all the rage nowadays.’


‘I suppose I could have. I just fancied getting here before everyone else.’


More power to you, flower, Babs thought to herself as she pushed her cleaning trolley back to the Clean Team storeroom. Wish there were more like you in this place . . .


Anna was enjoying the space that being so early at work afforded her. More by luck than design, she had woken before her alarm and felt a sudden urge to do something different. Babs was right: she had considered stopping to buy a leisurely breakfast in one of the expensive coffee shops that lined the street on which the Daily Messenger building stood, but decided to go straight into work instead. She had never arrived before her colleagues, but today she found the prospect appealing. It was a little thing, barely enough to count as a small detail of her day, but the opportunity to do something different just to see what it was like was a new thing for Anna. It wasn’t that she was particularly fond of her routine, more that she had settled into a way of living that rarely changed. Today, she felt a new urge to challenge that.


This morning everything felt new. Even the bus journey into work had revealed details Anna had never seen before. She noticed beautiful alabaster spirals above the window of a shop she had passed, without seeing them, countless times before; the corner florist’s where her street met the main route into the city bore a sign announcing: It’s a GIRL!; an elderly lady sitting behind her began reminiscing to her guide dog about the London of her childhood; and a harmonica-playing busker by her stop was playing Never-mind as she alighted. She had never particularly dreaded this journey, but neither had she smiled so much as she did today.


The Daily Messenger’s building was strangely quiet and smelled of newly applied floor polish when Anna arrived, her footsteps echoing around the brightly lit atrium. Instead of attempting to quieten her heels, as she might have done, Anna revelled in the sharp clack-clack announcement of her arrival. That was new, too.


Standing behind the reception desk, she gazed out across the empty atrium. Usually she felt part of the furniture – she knew her place and was happy to be invisible. Today, looking out from her position, she felt like a ruler surveying her kingdom. Completely at one with her surroundings, she dared the day to notice her.


I feel at home here, she thought, with a fizz of excitement.


She was keen to get started, while the building belonged only to her. Without the pressure of waiting couriers, Ted hovering around wanting to talk and her colleagues moaning about the traffic, she was able to prepare the day’s diary, sort outstanding parcels and post and clear the reception desk of the weekend staff’s detritus. Every one was a small action, but today each felt like an achievement.


I wonder why I feel so different today?


As she took the last of the weekend staff’s dirty mugs to the small kitchen area hidden behind the slate wall bearing the large Daily Messenger sign at the back of reception, she caught sight of herself in the shaving mirror that one of her colleagues had suspended above the sink. Her new scarf was tied around her neck, secured with a brooch she’d found on a second-hand jewellery stand in a local market at the weekend. As soon as she had put it on this morning she felt the same sensation she’d felt on Friday evening. All weekend she had been looking forward to wearing it: now, with her navy-blue skirt suit, it was working its magic again.


I feel a change in me: like I’m taller, somehow.


She liked the Anna Browne who smiled back at her from the dust-speckled glass. She looked happy.


‘Bloody hell, Anna, you chasing a promotion or something?’ Ted Blaskiewicz’s ruddy-cheeked face appeared over her shoulder.


Anna turned. ‘Morning, Ted.’ She rinsed the mugs and laid them out on the stainless-steel drainer.


‘Early morning,’ Ted reiterated, following her through to reception, where the coffee percolator was already at work. ‘Emphasis on the early. What happened? You hoping for a pay rise? Because you can whistle for it in this place, girl, if you are.’


Anna smiled and handed him a mug of coffee. ‘No. I just thought I’d come in early for a change. I don’t see why it’s headline news. Babs acted like I’d done something shocking.’


‘It is shocking. I know this place, girl: no one is ever in a hurry to get here in the morning, not even the great Juliet Evans herself.’ He gave a mock-bow to the photo of the Daily Messenger’s infamous editor that hung by the side of the reception desk.


‘I wasn’t in a hurry. I just caught an early bus – which, by the way, was a revelation because I actually found a seat. I’ve sorted everything before the rush starts and now I have time to relax a little, which never normally happens. It’s been a successful experiment all round.’ She lifted her mug of coffee and took a celebratory sip. It had been a long time since her first coffee of the morning had been anywhere above tepid, interrupted often as it was by the first hour’s busyness.


Ted Blaskiewicz was watching her like she was a suspicious package. ‘What’s up with you?’


‘Sorry?’


‘There’s something about you this morning. Something – different.’


‘Is there?’ Anna hid her smile as best she could. ‘I hadn’t noticed.’


‘There has to be a reason,’ Ted muttered, oblivious to Anna’s answer. ‘New boyfriend?’


‘No.’


‘New medication?’


‘Hardly.’ Her smile broadened.


‘I don’t know, these days, do I? Everyone seems to be popping a pill for something.’


‘Thanks for the insinuation! Can’t a girl just be happy?’


‘Stop teasing me, Anna Browne! I know you’re enjoying this . . . Ah!’ He snapped his fingers. ‘What did you get up to at the weekend?’


‘Nothing special. I went to the market in Sheep Street on Saturday, met some friends for lunch at the pub, but other than that I had a quiet one. How about you?’


But Ted was not one to be diverted so easily. ‘Something’s happened. Don’t try to deny it, girl, I can tell. One-night stand?’


Anna laughed. ‘No, Ted.’


‘Win some money on the lottery?’


‘I don’t play it.’


‘Then what is it? Did you hear something about this place? Something you needed to be in early for? There’s talk of the paper being in trouble – do you know more about that than we do? What do you know?’ He was getting flustered now, the tips of his ears turning flame-red against the dark-grey felt of his security guard’s cap.


Anna patted his arm. ‘You’re the font of all gossip, Ted: I wouldn’t dream of challenging your position. There really is no mystery. I’m just having a good day.’


‘So what was in your mystery parcel on Friday?’ he asked, pointing a nicotine-shaded finger at her as the memory returned.


Anna beamed back at him and touched the cool silk of her scarf. ‘This, actually.’


Ted peered closer to inspect it, giving Anna a sudden waft of his too-sweet cheap aftershave as he did so. ‘Ni-i-ice. Expensive, that.’


‘You think?’


‘Without a doubt. What did the card say?’


‘What card?’


Ted frowned. ‘The card with the parcel.’


‘There wasn’t one.’


The furrows in Ted’s brow deepened, but his eyes sparked into life. This was the kind of juicy gossip he could do something with. ‘You’re telling me somebody spent a small fortune on a scarf like that and sent it to you anonymously?’


‘Yes. Wonderful, isn’t it?’


‘Wonderful. Or weird . . .’


Anna knew where this was heading. When Ted Blaskiewicz retired (in ten years’ time, as he was so fond of frequently informing anyone within earshot), he should get a job concocting preposterous conspiracy thrillers for Hollywood. Ted’s work-related scandals were almost legendary in the Messenger building. Last month he had heroically foiled what he thought was a covert spying ring in the post room, only to discover a group of workers who were attending slimming classes and sharing their experience away from the other staff. He had wrongly accused a senior journalist of fiddling her expense account, after spotting a printed list of expensive gifts on her desk, only to eat humble pie when it was revealed to be a gift list she was circulating for her husband’s fiftieth birthday. And he still turned a pinker shade of mauve over his attempt to forcibly eject the ‘shady-looking man hovering suspiciously around the top-floor offices’, who was subsequently revealed as the newest member of the DayBreak Corp Board who had arrived early for a meeting.


‘It isn’t weird,’ Anna replied. ‘It’s lovely.’


‘You say that now, girl, but what do you know? I saw this kind of thing on Taggart once,’ he lowered his voice. ‘It starts with attractive gifts to woo the victim and then, when the killer has them in his grasp, the parcels start to get nasty . . .’


‘You watch too much television,’ Anna replied, refilling her mug from the coffee percolator.


‘Mock all you want,’ Ted answered, finishing his drink and walking away, ‘but when you’re lying on a mortuary slab, don’t say I didn’t warn you.’


All day Anna was aware of how different everything was. As if the very air around her had changed, eliciting curious glances from people who ordinarily wouldn’t have noticed the quiet receptionist. The new chief sports reporter – whose name nobody could remember – made a point of saying how nice she looked when he arrived for the afternoon news-desk shift.


‘Thank you.’


‘No, I mean it. Have you had your hair done different?’


Anna laughed. It was a typically bloke-like comment, but she appreciated the thought behind it. ‘No. New scarf, actually.’


‘Ah, right. That was going to be my second guess.’ With a broad smile, he checked his watch. ‘Well, I’d better – you know.’


‘Of course. Nice to talk to you, Mr . . . ?’


The journalist shouted something unintelligible over his shoulder as he hurried to the lift. Anna turned back to Ted and shrugged. ‘Nope. Still didn’t catch his name.’


The surprises kept arriving. Three visitors remained by the reception desk to chat with her, instead of waiting on the wide black leather armchairs for their appointments. Anna learned about the brand-new baby of one of the male visitors and was then treated to an impromptu slideshow of gurgling, sleeping and grinning images on his phone. Ted proudly informed Anna that one of the single male journalists in the newsroom had been enquiring after her – although he refused to tell her which reporter it was. And when even Juliet Evans remembered Anna’s name, Ted was so shocked he required a ten-minute sit-down with a restorative cup of tea.


Anna received the new attention with cautious optimism. It was not altogether unpleasant, but so alien to anything she had encountered before. All her life Anna Browne had assumed the role of the invisible woman. Growing up in the shadow of her flamboyant mother, she had quickly learned that being quietly amiable was the best course of action. As Senara Browne dominated the social hub of Polperro with her lurid wardrobe, questionable lifestyle and unbridled opinion, Anna hurried along in her wake, repairing the damage with apologetic smiles. Moving to the city had afforded her more freedom to carve out her own life but, by her own admission, it was a quieter existence than her former life in Cornwall. She liked it that way. Far better to have a circle of close friends you could rely on than the ability to command a room.


Anna had always had friends, but never thought it necessary to try to attract more. The people who mattered were naturally drawn to her. At work she made an effort to speak to anyone who seemed interested, but few of her colleagues bothered to do the same in return. Until today.


‘Get you, Miss Popular,’ Sheniece jibed. ‘I’ve been trying to get Joe from the news-desk to speak to me for months – and there you are, chatting with him as if you’ve been chums for life!’


Anna ignored the hot flush of her cheeks and stared at the visitor logbook. ‘He was just being nice.’


‘Nice, my ass. He either wants to get into your knickers or into your bank account.’ She inspected a chip on her gel nails. ‘Joe Adams doesn’t do nice.’


‘So why do you want him to speak to you?’


Sheniece shrugged. ‘I’m broke. There’s only one other thing I could offer him.’


Anna hid her smile. She was still getting used to her colleague’s candidness, a year after Sheniece had arrived at the Messenger. ‘Well, I’m not offering him anything apart from conversation.’


‘Seems like everyone wants to talk to you today. Like you’re our very own celebrity. What happened?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Ted reckons you’ve got an admirer. Maybe it’s Joe.’


Anna considered the possibility. As the good-looking journalist had never so much as glanced in her direction before, it really wasn’t likely. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘Point is, though, you don’t know, do you? It could be anyone in this building. Sending you anonymous presents, for reasons yet to be revealed. It’s like a movie or something.’ She shuddered. ‘Freaky, if you ask me.’


Anna was quickly learning this was the conclusion reached by most people who had heard about her mystery parcel, courtesy of Ted. Must be someone who wants something, they suggested, their tone heavy with concern. Must have ulterior motives. Nobody sends anonymous gifts without an agenda. You should be careful, Anna: you don’t know what you’re dealing with . . .


But Anna wasn’t concerned. She’d encountered enough doomsayers in her life not to be affected by their pessimism. Her neighbours back in Cornwall had been only too happy to prophesy untold misery for the ‘poor girl with a car-crash of a mother’ – and on the rare occasions when fortune had smiled on Senara Browne and her two children, it was quickly deemed dodgy by the village commentators. Why was it gospel that someone doing something selfless, like sending a lovely gift, automatically implied questionable motives? Life could surprise you – both for good and for bad. This was obviously one of the good surprises. Knowing the unbridled delight with which Ted was spreading news of her secret admirer, Anna could practically feel the whispers of the building around her. Glances were cast in her direction as people buzzed in and out of the atrium, muffled giggles echoing across its marble floor as they moved away again. Secretly she liked that for once she was the hot topic of conversation at work. What would the village gossips back in Cornwall make of that, she wondered? Quiet little Anna Browne being the centre of attention, and not because of her shameful mother’s exploits! Ms Senara Browne would not be happy at having her thunder so comprehensively stolen . . .


It would quickly pass, of that Anna was certain. In a newspaper building more stories passed through its walls than through its columns. Soon Anna Browne’s mystery gift would be old news. But today she liked the attention.


At the end of her extraordinary workday Anna said goodbye to her colleagues and walked out of the building. As it had been a day of firsts, she decided to take Babs’ advice and treat herself, before joining the bus queue. Ordering a takeaway tea and a sticky almond flapjack for the journey home was almost negligible in its ability to change the world, but – added to her experiences of this remarkable Monday – it shone. Anna couldn’t stop smiling as she waited for her bus, her happiness a sharp contrast to the line of world-weary expressions queuing up in front.


‘Had some good news, have you?’


So rare was it for anybody to speak to her in the bus queue that Anna jumped. Looking to her left, she saw an older man huddled on the too-small orange plastic seat attached to the Perspex bus shelter. He looked cold, despite the mild air temperature.


‘Just a good day,’ she replied.


‘Don’t see smiles at this stop normally,’ the man continued. ‘Nice to see one.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Probably won’t last, mind.’ He dug in the pocket of his padded plaid bomber jacket and handed Anna a crumpled leaflet, which proclaimed: END-TIMES ARE NEAR! ‘Armageddon’s coming, you know. The End and that. Soon be here.’


‘Nutter,’ someone muttered behind Anna in the queue.


‘Right. Well, thanks for letting me know.’ Not knowing what else to do, she pocketed the tract.


‘You’re still smiling, though,’ the bus-shelter prophet noted, a little piqued.


The queue shuffled along as the bus arrived.


‘The way I see it,’ Anna said, before the push of people behind her moved her away, ‘if The End is coming, we might as well be as happy as we can before it arrives.’


‘Fair point.’ The man didn’t smile, but seemed to be considering her words as Anna left.


‘So I said to him, “I don’t care if you got down on bended knee and begged me to reconsider. I wouldn’t date you again if the President ordered me to!” . . .’ Tish gave a tut as she sipped her macchiato. ‘Guy’s a loser.’


‘I take it your fascination with the sales reps at work is over, then?’ Anna asked.


Spill the Beans coffee shop was as packed as ever, customers eager to celebrate surviving another city Monday. Anna rested against the leather upholstery of the bench seat as her friend regaled her with the details of her latest failed foray into dating. If Tish was to be believed, the financial services company she worked for seemed to attract an unusually high proportion of decent-looking, single salesmen, the ranks of whom she had been steadily dating her way through.


‘Oh, I am more than done,’ Tish scoffed. ‘Gary was the last straw. Do you know he tried to say it was my fault for not knowing he had a wife and kids? Sales reps are masters of spinning tales. I should have guessed they were all liars. So. You look happy. Again.’


The emphasis wasn’t lost on Anna. Sometimes she wondered if Tish was ever really pleased about things happening in her friend’s life. It was best not to consider this too much, as she strongly suspected the answer wouldn’t be positive.


‘I had a good day.’


‘Okay, now I know you must be on drugs. Nobody has a good Monday in this city, unless they’re crooks, deluded or high.’


‘I’m none of those. Maybe good Mondays happen occasionally. Maybe I was lucky.’ She straightened her scarf, enjoying its soft caress against her neck. ‘Don’t worry, though, I’m sure tomorrow will be doubly depressing, to compensate.’


‘It’d better be,’ Tish muttered. ‘Or else I’ll start to worry about you.’


The American expat’s pessimism came as no surprise to Anna, after encountering it almost daily for four years. Bad news made Tish Gornick tick – but her saving grace was that it also brought out her rapier wit, which was entertaining, if not entirely comfortable all the time. Anna was amused by her friend’s wry take on life, in particular her willingness to give voice to the thoughts everyone else concealed out of politeness. In a city where rudeness was perfectly acceptable as long as it wasn’t vocalised, Tish stood out. But she was unrepentant, believing it was far worse to ‘resort to British passive-aggressive silent rage, which isn’t good for your colon’.


Secretly, Anna was impressed by Tish’s forthrightness. Today, she found herself wondering if one day she would ever muster the courage to be like that.


The magic of the silk scarf was still working when she arrived home, her smile as broad as it had been all day. She remembered Laurel, a friend from her college days who believed new shoes were magical. Whenever she bought new shoes, she said, people noticed her. She would excitedly share tales of encounters and conversations brought about by the effect of her latest purchase, as if stardust was sewn into the seams of the leather. Until her scarf arrived, Anna hadn’t really understood what this meant. But now she knew exactly what Laurel was talking about. It had been an unusual day, as if she had been allowed to live someone else’s life for twenty-four hours. She had been given a glimpse of what life could be – of how differently she could live. It reminded her of a Mr Men story that her grandmother Morwenna had read to her, in which the character who lived in a permanently snow-covered land and sneezed all the time was granted one day of summer.


What a difference one length of printed silk had made to her day! Anna was certain that when the garment was back in her wardrobe, things would return to normal. But today had been a rare gift: a chance to be different in her everyday ordinariness.


That night Anna slept deeper and more contentedly than she could remember. Her dreams were filled with smiling faces and the sensation of being as light as a feather.


When I wake up, this will be over, she told herself in the dreamlike half-awake moments before her alarm, as daylight began to filter through her closed eyelids.


But Anna was wrong.




Six
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In her thirty years at the coalface of the British media, Juliet Evans had rarely been wrong-footed. She prided herself on her ability to weather any storm – from the two failed marriages that had rocked her life in her early twenties and late thirties, to attempted coups, professional scandals and the best attempts of her rivals to sully her name.


But then something had happened, unexpectedly tearing the ground from beneath her feet. And her own heart was responsible for the earthquake. Her mother died – and it was only then that Juliet realised how deeply she’d loved her.


Her mother’s death wasn’t a surprise. The human body didn’t encounter such an all-consuming blow as Alzheimer’s without eventually succumbing to it. But when the end came, it ripped a hole in Juliet’s steel defences.


She wasn’t expecting to grieve.


She’d lost plenty of other people over the years, all of them dearer to her heart than her rigid, unemotional mother had ever been, yet the weight of loss didn’t come close to the hollowing, empty ache she now felt. Was she grieving for a relationship she had never known, or for the definite end to any possibility of future reconciliation? She didn’t know. But the pain was the keenest, most unforgiving sensation – and it refused to go away.


Had she had children, she would have turned to them now, seeking comfort there, where with her mother she’d had none. Had she still a constant partner in her life, she could have shared her pain. But the overwhelming feeling Juliet had was one of true loneliness. People had been polite, of course, even overstepping the usual boundaries of their acquaintance to offer condolences. But something was missing – something their kind words couldn’t give her.


That was, until a chance remark in a lift journey three weeks ago had brought unexpected comfort.


Juliet had returned from a week’s leave, aware that her staff had been given sketchy details of her recent bereavement. Piers, her faithful PA, had tentatively offered a hug in addition to his usual air-kiss greeting, and she could see sympathy in her colleagues’ eyes as they attended that morning’s editorial meeting. But by mid-morning she was feeling decidedly shaky, heading out of the building for a walk to calm her nerves. That was most unlike her, she knew, but she needed space to think. When she returned, she sprinted for the lift as the doors were closing, meeting the startled expression of Anna Browne, the pretty woman from reception.


‘Thank you,’ she’d managed as the lift began to rise. ‘Anna, isn’t it?’


The woman had nodded and immediately offered her hand. ‘Yes. Anna Browne. I work on the reception team.’


What a sweet accent she had – Juliet recognised it immediately. Cornish. After her second divorce she had rented a house on the cliffs overlooking the sea near Padstow for a four-month sabbatical to lick her wounds, and had pottered down to the local village every day to buy a newspaper and essentials. She remembered the soothing nature of her new neighbours’ conversation, its soft, lilting tones like the gentle undulation of the sea.


‘I know who you are,’ Juliet had replied, her smile beginning to fade as the conversation died between them.


And then Anna Browne spoke.


‘Forgive me, but I was really sorry to hear about your mum.’


In the week since Juliet’s return from compassionate leave, the young woman was the first person to actually refer to her loss. Taken aback, Juliet had shaken her head. ‘Thank you. But we weren’t close.’


For anyone else, her curtness would have been a warning sign. But not for Anna. ‘I understand. I’m not close to mine, either. But still, your mum’s your mum.’


It was a casual observation, but in that lift, that day, a young woman spoke to Juliet Evans’ life in a way that few others had. And she realised that the ache weighing within her was guilt – for wanting to grieve for someone who had done nothing in her life to deserve it. The receptionist’s words had finally given her the permission she needed to grieve, regardless of whether her mother merited it or not.


So, when her company-wide work-shadowing scheme was finally given the go-ahead by the senior management team, Juliet remembered the kindness and took a particular interest in Anna Browne’s placement. Now, looking at the completed list of work-shadowing placements on her desk as last-minute preparations were signed off, her finger momentarily rested against two names: Ben McAra and Anna Browne. Smiling, she leaned back into her expensive white leather executive chair. If she said so herself, the resulting pairing was perfect.


In all the excitement surrounding the arrival of Anna’s mysterious gift, she had temporarily forgotten her fear of the work-shadowing placement. But, as the week continued, the looming spectre of it returned, growing darker and more ominous. All weekend her nerves increased, until the waiting ended and the day she had been dreading arrived.


On the pavement outside the Daily Messenger building, Anna looked up involuntarily, her eyes fixing on the windows of the third floor, which housed the newsroom – the beating heart of the newspaper, and the place she was destined to be for the next two weeks. She had tried her best not to be apprehensive about this, but today nerves were getting the better of her. Last night her dreams had been filled with blunders and mishaps, always returning to an image of her facing a crowd of mocking faces. If she made a mistake here, not knowing what she was meant to do, everyone would see it. What happened if she became a laughing stock on her first day shadowing Ben?


And that was another problem entirely. Despite admiring the handsome journalist for months, from the safety and anonymity of the reception desk, she hadn’t exchanged more than five words with him – and even when, on occasion, he’d wished her a good morning, she had been so befuddled with embarrassment that she’d hardly managed to reply before he’d walked away. She couldn’t explain her reaction. She was usually confident around men, if a little self-conscious (which was her initial reaction to everyone new she met). Nearly two years ago she had been in what she’d assumed to be a long-term relationship with a young architect, Tom, until he’d left her to take a job in New York. With other men at work – Ted, Ashraf and the assorted male journalists she occasionally met from the newsroom – she could hold her own in conversation. But Ben McAra was a different prospect entirely. And now she was stuck with him for two weeks. What if she couldn’t find the courage to string a sentence together?


Tish had dismissed her concern immediately, of course. They had walked from Walton Tower the day before to a small, antiquarian bookshop a few streets away, where Tish had an ongoing flirtation with the silver-haired bookseller. In a brief moment when the object of Tish’s affection was otherwise engaged with a genuine customer, Anna had confided her fears.


‘I just don’t know what I’ll say to him,’ she admitted, selecting a dusty volume of First World War poetry from the shelves and inhaling the vintage scent of paper and ink.


‘You’ll say whatever comes up at the time, honey.’


‘But what if nothing comes?’


Tish discarded a cloth-bound copy of Rossetti poems on the top of a row of books and tutted when Anna replaced it in line with the others. ‘You have a problem with neatness, you know? Relax. This is just because you’re in unfamiliar territory. After tomorrow, you won’t be.’


‘I really don’t want to do it.’


‘I know you don’t. But life is full of things we don’t want to do. I don’t like monthly sales meetings with my creepy boss, but it’s in my job description. At least you get to do something exciting. You do want to do exciting things, don’t you?’


‘I’m here with you, chasing good-looking bookshop owners, aren’t I?’ Her joke had been a deflection: the truth was, Anna didn’t relish the prospect of excitement – not the kind that might shine an unwanted spotlight on her, anyway. She had grown up with the uncertainty that a life of drama brought, and had fought hard to leave it behind. Her job, her trusted circle of friends and her careful life in the city suited her. She knew where she was with it all, with no room for nasty surprises or uncertainty to ambush her.


But today, all that could change . . .


Steeling herself, she walked through the entrance doors and across the polished floor of the atrium, her shoulders back and her head as high as she could manage. It was only when the lift doors parted and the flood of newsroom noise hit her that she felt herself sagging. Panicking, she reached for the Door Close button, but a friendly face appeared in the doorway before she got there, grabbing her sleeve and pulling her into the hubbub of the unfamiliar floor.


‘Hey, Anna! It’s so cool that you’re going to be here for a while.’ Rea Sinfield clamped a friendly arm about Anna’s shoulders, propelling them both through the frenzied mass of journalists. ‘It’s a little crazy in here this morning – big news just broke about a well-respected BBC news anchor having illicit meetings with a rent-boy.’ She grinned. ‘We have his exclusive story, and the other rags are murderous about it! Don’t look so worried; it’s not always like this. Let me get you a coffee and then I’ll introduce you to Mr Wonderful.’


Paling, Anna let herself be manoeuvred between desks and dodging bodies, the shouts and activity of the newsroom dizzying to her unaccustomed senses. She was used to dealing with busy periods in reception, but this was a different kind of busyness. Tension hung almost visibly above the heads of the journalists, its presence squeezing the corners of the space and raising the volume of conversations. Even people collecting paper cups of water from the large coolers at one end of the newsroom appeared to be doing so as if their livelihoods depended upon it. Anna knew she was staring, but couldn’t stop. It was claustrophobic and thrilling, a contradictive experience that awed her.


‘How does anyone work here without having a heart attack?’ she asked.


‘You get used to it.’ Rea smiled as she handed Anna a mug of dark, smoky coffee. When Anna tasted it, the caffeine nearly knocked her off her feet. ‘This stuff helps. Come on.’


Trailing like a bewildered child behind her colleague, Anna followed her through the newsroom to a row of desks that appeared to be made of better-quality wood-effect laminate than the rest.


‘Senior editorial team,’ Rea explained. ‘They get better chairs than us minions, too. Ah, here’s the man of the hour! McAra, you have a visitor.’


The dark-haired man swung his office chair around and suddenly Anna was face-to-face with the object of her anonymous affection. She forced a smile, and prayed to all that was good that her cheeks weren’t matching the scarlet upholstery of Ben’s chair. ‘Hey. You must be Anna Browne.’ He held out his hand as he stood. ‘I’m Ben.’


‘Our star reporter,’ Rea mocked.


‘Hardly. Thanks, Sinfield. I’ll take it from here.’


With a final encouraging smile, Rea returned to her desk in the middle of the newsroom scrum, leaving Anna feeling self-consciously on show by Ben’s desk.


He was smiling at her and she couldn’t work out whether this was friendliness or fascination for an unfamiliar face. Remembering his manners, he grabbed a grey office chair and wheeled it beside his. ‘Please, have a seat. I’m just firming up my appointments for this morning, so give me five minutes and then we’ll get cracking.’


Without waiting for her answer, he turned back to his computer screen and began to make a phone call. Anna sat on the slightly uneven seat of the chair, which seemed to possess the loudest squeak known to man, feeling completely conspicuous. It was as she’d feared: her confidence had evaporated and she was stuck here for what already felt like hours, unable to do anything until Ben returned his attention to her.


Two weeks of this was going to be hell . . .


The TV anchorman’s exclusive reverberated around the newsroom for most of the day, but as it was the property of Eric Mullins, Ben’s fast-talking, self-assured colleague, the story made little impact on the work Anna and Ben had to do. As she’d expected, Anna quickly learned where the coffee machine, photocopier and stationery cupboard were situated, Ben sending her on mundane errands more to occupy her while he arranged his week’s schedule than because any of it was crucial to his work. As she printed off copies of Ben’s recent research, she took the opportunity to watch the newsroom. She remembered her friend Jonah – a freelance TV cameraman who worked on nature documentaries – telling her that much of his job entailed watching ‘the everyday activity of unfamiliar environments’. Today, she understood what he meant. The flora and fauna of the Daily Messenger’s news hub were most definitely alien: the pallid skin and uniform dark circles beneath eyes hollowed out by lack of sleep at odds with the frenetic activity of all of its inhabitants. Spikes of laughter punctuated the constant din of voices, phones and tapping keyboard keys, but Anna saw few genuine smiles. What she felt, though, was an unseen force driving everything: an urgency that seemed to sweep every person along.
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