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‘A proper lovely romance, and a fabulous spirit-lifter’
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‘Heart-warming and believable. This is Miranda Dickinson at her very best’
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‘Perfection in page form. A book that seeps into your soul, warms your heart and makes your brain sigh’

Milly Johnson

‘Miranda is such a big-hearted, generous writer, full of warmth and love’

Jenny Colgan

‘A story about love, fear, trust; this is a big warm-hearted hug of a book’

Nina Pottell, Prima magazine

‘This love story has everything we want from a classic romcom – the perfect pick-me-up read’
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‘Oh my heart, this book! What a story. It’s so achingly tender and bittersweet, and a spark of true joy. I adored every page’

Josie Silver

‘This story will have you championing the pair all the way’
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For the hopers, the dreamers and the

making-the-most-of-it-ers.

May this story bring you joy xx










One word frees us all

of the weight and pain of life.

That word is love.

—SOPHOCLES

Say yes and you’ll figure it out afterward.

—TINA FEY
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One

ESTHER

‘This feels right. Being here. You know how sometimes you just know? That’s how it feels. It’s exactly what I needed. I’ve had a horrible year until now. Losing my last job, I mean. I thought my mother was going to have a coronary when I told her – well, you can imagine …’

‘Mm-hm.’

My new manager, Marjorie, strides ahead of me. Blimey, she’s fast.

My breath quickens as I pick up my pace. ‘My mum thinks this job is a comedown – no offence, by the way, that’s her problem, not mine – but it really isn’t. I’m excited. Really keen to get started. It’s a challenge I’m going to relish. Expanding my horizons, learning new skills …’

‘Skills, right.’ Marjorie wheels a cart between us, unsmiling. ‘Mop. Bucket. Cloths and dusters in the basket, polish and sprays up top. Vac’s power switch is tricky so just kick the bastard if it stops.’ She gives a brief nod and starts to leave.

‘Great, thanks, but …’

I see her shoulders hunch and she slowly rotates back to face me. ‘But?’

‘Aren’t you staying?’

Marjorie’s eyebrows rise into her bottle-red fringe and I think I catch the ghost of a smile. ‘Staying? I have six floors in this building, one cleaner to each, and we have to be done by eleven. So no, sweetheart, I’m not staying.’

‘But there was supposed to be an induction? Mr Grove said—’

‘Mr Grove?’ That eyeroll of hers is worthy of its own show. ‘Right.’ Marjorie clears her throat and sweeps her hand across the darkened expanse of the open-plan office. ‘Clean this—’ she points at the bright yellow cleaning cart beside me ‘—with that.’

And then she powers past me towards the lifts.

Heart hammering, I call after her. ‘But what do I do when I finish?’

I’m answered by a large bunch of keys flying at me that I barely manage to catch.

Stunned, I turn back to the office floor, clutching my keys like a first-day nursery kid grasping their teddy, one side of the enormous blue tabard apron I’m wearing drooping off my shoulder.

‘That’s it?’ I ask the dark expanse.

Sleeping computer screens stare blankly at me. Empty chairs face away. From somewhere in the shadows a low buzz drones.

‘Seriously?’

Marjorie Ollerenshaw wasn’t the warmest of managers I’ve met, but even her company would be preferable to this. Tears threaten, but I blink them away. I am not going to cry on my first day …

First night.

‘Night cleaner,’ Mum repeated yesterday when I told her I’d got the job. She said it like it was the sourest-tasting word to ever grace her tongue.

‘I get a tabard,’ I’d offered with a grin, thinking it would help. It didn’t.

I look at the bright yellow cleaning trolley, with its scuffed edges, peeling labels and bleach-stained wheels. It’s jolly, in a beaten-up way. And, apparently, it’s my new work colleague.

I think I’ll call it Fred.

‘Hey, Fred,’ I say, patting its rubber handles, not caring now that I say it aloud because there’s nobody to hear me. ‘Pleasure to be working with you. Fancy showing me around?’

The gut-kick of realisation doesn’t last, thankfully. The spark returns as I pull out a roll of bin bags from Fred’s tray and survey our new kingdom.

This is a good thing. Yesterday morning I was unemployed and camping out in my sister Naomi’s cramped attic bedroom because I lost my flat; an unofficial childminder-housekeeper-dogsbody because I can’t afford to pay her to stay there. Tonight, I have a job. The other stuff remains, of course, but this is one change for the better. One item off the list.

My list is folded up in the back pocket of my jeans (wearing jeans to work! Another plus!) but I know the items by heart. I wrote it on the day I moved out of the canalside apartment I’d called home for four years. My Get My Life Back list:


	Find a job.

	Save money like a BOSS.

	Find a new flat.

	Escape Leave Naomi’s place.

	Stop thinking about M.

	Move on.



I have a job. I can start to save money. And it might take months but I will save enough to rent somewhere and finally rescue my things from storage. When that happens, I will kiss my three nieces goodbye and wait until I’m out of view before I run like hell from my sister’s home.

5 and 6 might take longer.

My mood dips.

5 might take forever …

I push the thought away and fix my smile.

‘Right, Fred,’ I say, grabbing his handles and pushing him towards the rows of desks. ‘Let’s do this!’








Two

ARCHIE

Jessie Edmonds is a goddess.

I watch her across the office while I wait by the photocopier for the meeting notes to print. She’s holding court by the coffee station, the usual suspects buzzing around her like … like … flies around a bin …

No! Jessie is not a bin!

I kick myself for my poor word choice. No wonder they won’t let me near a column here. I’d send the scant remaining readership of The Herald running for the hills.

Rubbish, Archie Quinn. That’s why she never notices you.

I shove the familiar voice in my head away and focus on the most beautiful woman in the world. Her blonde hair is loose today, defiant despite the storm raging beyond The Herald’s office windows. It’s draped over one shoulder, in that way that makes you think she arranged every hair to obediently lie in place. Her green suit jacket makes her eyes flash like sapphires, her matching skirt revealing just the right amount of endless leg.

My face flushes and I look down. She is so much more than just her perfect body. She’s smart; she writes like a dream; she can spin a line that leaves every other hack in this place in the dust. And Jessie Edmonds is my soulmate. She just doesn’t know it yet.

‘Quinn! Coffee!’

‘Coming,’ I call back, hating my mousey tone. I only ever hear it when I’m at work.

One day I will walk out of here to find a job I adore and finally prove what I can do.

That day is nearer than anyone thinks.

Especially my boss.

‘What were you doing, waiting on a hillside for the coffee beans to ripen?’ John ‘Jock’ Callaghan doesn’t look up from the layouts on his desk as I carefully balance the mug of coffee on his beloved Wigan Athletic coaster, which is far too small to accommodate it.

‘Here are the meeting notes you wanted,’ I say, holding out the stack of papers. When he doesn’t acknowledge them, I place them on the sole uncluttered corner of his desk.

‘Not there,’ he barks. ‘In the conference room. One per seat. Do I have to explain this every time?’

‘No, Jock.’

‘Good.’ He deigns to look up at me. ‘Something else?’

I wasn’t going to say, but it’s an open door I wasn’t expecting. ‘Actually, yes. I heard Elvis is leaving?’ I check myself. ‘Sorry, Brian Presley. Retiring. So there’ll be a vacancy in Editorial?’

Callaghan’s eyes narrow. ‘And why would that concern you?’

I straighten my shoulders, imagining my grandfather slapping my back like an Irish version of Rocky Balboa’s trainer in the ring. Go on, lad! Sock it to ’im! ‘I’d like to be considered for the role.’

‘Reporter?’

‘Junior reporter.’

‘You?’

‘I have a portfolio. I’ve been doing citizen journalism for the past two years, got some articles up on BuzzFeed and—’

‘No.’

I hold my ground. ‘At least take a look?’

His face relaxes into a grin that’s not altogether friendly. ‘What’s it worth?’

‘Sorry?’

‘I give you a shot at an interview, what do I get?’

‘A fresh voice for The Herald. New ideas. Hard work.’

‘My car. Cleaned. In your lunchtime. Every Friday for a year.’

‘Done.’

I say it before I think better, instantly cringing. Washing Callaghan’s car in its premium parking space, right outside the canteen where everybody will see. And still no guarantee of a job – just an interview. He could still turn me down. I am a prize idiot he saw coming from a mile off.

Callaghan’s nicotine-grated chuckle follows me as I slope out of his office.

At my desk I sit and seethe. Bastard! I do not deserve this. Three years I’ve been at his beck and call, the carrot of a non-existent writing job dangled in front of me whenever he thought I might be tempted to leave. But working for him isn’t the prize …

‘Hey, Archie.’

My head snaps upright in time to catch the waft of perfume as Jessie Edmonds passes my desk. The vision of her and the way she speaks my name in that honeyed voice of hers are the push I need.

Enough.

Callaghan pushed his luck too far today. It’s time to go.

I grab a sheet of paper and start to write. This is it: time to write the letter I’ve written and rewritten in my mind for two years. I don’t let myself stop for a moment in case my nerve should go, taking my words with it.


Jessie,

You are incredible. A light on the darkest day. A brave, sparkling flame in the coldest place. The world is at your feet and nothing is outside your grasp.

I think you could ask the stars to fall for you and they would.

I would.

We talk about truth in this place like an inconvenience, but here’s one truth you can trust: you have my heart, if you want it …




I stare at the words. They swim on the page – and my mind goes blank.

What am I thinking? None of these words are right.

Heart crashing to the floor, I snatch up the note and screw it into a tight ball. It lands in the bin by my chair with a soft thud of defeat. I kick the metal basket into the shadows far beneath my desk.

I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t tell Jessie the truth.

Why did I ever think I could?








Three

ESTHER

Stevie Wonder makes everything better.

It’s my seventh night on the job and I’m really getting into the groove. Cleaning an entire empty floor of The Herald’s newspaper offices is so much easier when you’re bopping to ‘Sir Duke’ and ‘I Wish’. Headphones are my saviours in my new role, I’ve discovered. Also, those small packs of custard creams you get in B&Bs, which I found a box of in one of the cupboards beneath the coffee station. Stevie, biscuits and Fred are the perfect companions to a night’s work.

It did occur to me that helping myself to biscuits might be theft, but, considering the state The Herald staff leave their coffee station in every day, I reckon I’m owed a little sweetener. Yesterday it was such a tip it took me nearly half an hour to get coffee stains out of the carpet and off the cupboard fronts. Cleaning up other people’s mess certainly gives you an insight into them.

Like the bloke – I’m assuming it’s a bloke because it’s so random – who shoves empty sugar sachets down the tiny gap between the backrest and seat cushions on his office chair. Why would anyone do that? Who looks at the perfectly good metal bin right by their desk and decides wedging their sugar packets into their chair is preferable?

One desk always smells of expensive perfume, often so strong that I half-expect the owner to appear beside me as I’m cleaning. They fold every bit of rubbish, too: crisp packets folded into tiny balls like a bar manager once showed me when I worked pub shifts at university; envelopes concertina-folded like the paper fans Naomi and I made as kids. That’s weird.

I love it, though. Guessing who owns which desk, imagining their ghost seated there as the circus of daily life in a newspaper office continues around them. I can almost see the movement: the people who circulate and the ones who stay still, the watchers and the scene-stealers.

And the sugar-packet-stuffers and wastepaper folders, doing their thing in secret …

I bend down to peel off a rogue sticky note that Fred’s picked up on his wheel and my lower back groans in reply. I’d expected some aches and pains from my cleaning shifts, but I hurt more than I ever did after a gym session. I noticed Marjorie wears one of those fitness tracker bracelets this evening when she did her start-of-shift powwow in the entrance lobby. I bet she walks some miles around this building every week. Maybe I should get one. See how many steps I clock up …

The ache isn’t just from my shifts, though. It’s the legacy of almost a whole day of washing, ironing and picking up three girls from school. I love my sister for letting me stay, and I love my nieces, but I never intended to be quite so involved in their lives as I am.

‘We all chip in,’ Naomi had said, when I first moved in. Except what I think she meant to say was, ‘we all contribute to the work you’re going to do for us’. I’d agreed to washing and ironing, thinking it was a once-a-week affair, but it’s more like twice a day. I never see Naomi and the girls changing into four outfits every day, but the mountainous pile in the washing basket suggests whole fashion shows being conducted out of my sight. And while I expected to pick Issy (nine), Molly (seven) and Ava-May (five) up from school occasionally, I don’t remember agreeing to cover every school run.

One of the mums at the school gate this morning asked if I was my nieces’ ‘other mum’ because she hadn’t seen Naomi in the three months I’ve lived with her, implying that I’d shacked up with my brother-in-law, Gavin, and nicked my sister’s kids, which is horrific. Not least that my sister found the most boring bloke in the whole of Greater Manchester and then married his even more tedious brother. I mean, Gav’s a decent enough bloke – his heart is in the right place and he loves Naomi and the girls to death – but his choice of conversation is so dull it could bore drying paint straight off the walls. And as for his potential as a love interest – no thank you! I might be single, but I haven’t had a full-frontal lobotomy …

I shudder at the thought now and turn my attention back to the next desk to clean. Ah. No prizes for guessing where Fred’s lime-green wheel accessory came from tonight. I’ve christened this desk The Post-it King because it’s more brightly coloured sticky note than desk. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many messages on one small six-foot desk before. Lists, mostly – someone after my own heart – good lists, too; lists with tick boxes next to them, each one given a comic-style drop shadow. My cousin Joe, who’s a TV screenwriter, would be in awe. We once spent almost an entire family Christmas debating the elements of a perfect list. 3-D tick boxes are ninja-level stuff.

Whoever Post-it King is, he’s in demand. Most of the lists are things he has to do for other people. There’s only one that seems to be for him: a DayGlo orange note with a shopping list:







	Pasta
	[image: image of]



	Mince
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	Garlic
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	Wine x 2
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	Toothpaste
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The last item makes me giggle. If he’s planning a date with all of that, he’s thought of everything. Nothing worse than a garlic-meat-and-wine snog at the end of a meal …

It’s definitely a bloke because there is a much-loved pair of red Converse sneakers under his desk. I mean, it could be a woman, but I don’t imagine there are many female office workers in this city with size 11 shoes.

So, he has great taste in shoes, is a grandmaster of lists and has really lovely handwriting.

I think Post-it King is my favourite of all The Herald’s invisible employees.

He’s messy today, though. There are even more screwed-up sticky notes on his desk than usual. They form a teetering pyramid precariously close to the edge. I’m guessing Fred’s green sticky note toppled from the summit. I scoop them into my hand and look down for the bin.

That’s odd.

It’s always here, to the left of his chair, just in front of the lowest desk drawer. The metal wastepaper baskets at every other desk move each time and I’m used to hunting for them to empty. But not Post-it King. He’s so reliably predictable with his bin placement that I could locate it with my eyes closed.

Not tonight.

I stare at the round indentation on the office carpet where the bin usually sits. Where has he put it?

I check under the next desk – the one where Perfume Ghost sits – just in case their bins are hanging out together. But hers sits in splendid isolation, weirdo-folded waste bits in place.

Groaning, I wheel Post-it King’s chair to the side and plonk down on my knees to peer under his desk.

What’s it doing back there?

The bin is right underneath the desk, half-leaning against the backboard. The red Converse sneakers have been shoved to the side, one shoe upside down. Sticky notes and screwed up paper are strewn around it, where they must have fallen when the bin tipped up. It must have taken some effort to push it that far back. It’s almost as if it’s been kicked there.

Fixing a wayward earbud in place, I take Stevie with me on my dark and shadowy under-the-desk rescue mission. It’s so gloomy under there, the half-light of the deserted office barely reaching halfway. Stevie’s voice soothes as I grapple around to scoop up all the detritus and pull the bin back to its usual home.

I’m triumphant, if a little ruffled, when I re-emerge, the skin on my knees feeling scuffed where they met the carpet through the rips in my jeans, and that blasted tabard drooping off me like it was designed for someone four times my size. Thank goodness I’m alone – save for Fred, of course, and he doesn’t seem alarmed by my appearance. Grabbing Post-it King’s chair, I push myself upright and fetch the bin bag from Fred’s side.

I’ve almost emptied the rubbish when a ball of paper bounces clear of the bag and lands at my feet. I bend down to pick it up and I’m about to chuck it in the bin bag when something catches my eye.

His lovely handwriting, laid out like a poem. Is Post-it King a secret poet?

I’m about to take a closer look when I stop myself. This isn’t one of his ninja lists. There are no tick boxes in sight, just lines of carefully penned thoughts. It was screwed up at the bottom of the bin: clearly he didn’t want anyone else to see it.

But he doesn’t know about me. Nobody sees me.

By the time he comes back in the morning, I won’t be here. The office will be clean and tidy, the carpets vacuumed and the coffee station no longer a health hazard – and pretty much everyone won’t give it a second thought. I’m supposed to be invisible; part of the machine that keeps everything ticking over at The Herald.

If I see it, he’ll never know.

Besides, I just did a deep dive under his desk to rescue his bin. Surely I deserve a little reward?

My curiosity wins. With a quick glance about to make sure I’m not being watched, I smooth out the violent creases in the paper and sit slowly on Post-it King’s chair as I read.


Jessie,

You are incredible. A light on the darkest day. A brave, sparkling flame in the coldest place. The world is at your feet and nothing is outside your grasp.

I think you could ask the stars to fall for you and they would.

I would.

We talk about truth in this place like an inconvenience, but here’s one truth you can trust: you have my heart, if you want it …




Oh. My. Goodness.

My breath catches.

I turn the page over, hoping more of the message is on the other side. But it’s blank. Turning it back, I read the words again, my heart thumping so loud in my ears now that even Stevie can’t compete.

I can’t believe he stopped writing.

I sit back, stunned. Because this is the most perfect love letter I have ever read. And because, instantly, my heart recognises the battle. He’s trying to tell Jessie he loves her. This was his moment to finally express everything he’d carried in secret. Why did he stop?

Tell me, Es. Tell me why I shouldn’t marry her …

I dismiss familiar tears with the heel of my hand.

I know what it’s like to miss that opportunity. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.

I stare back at the perfect words. And I know what I have to do.

Taking an envelope from the pile in Post-it King’s in-tray, I carefully fold the letter and place it inside, sealing it so that nobody in the office can see the words. Then I select a lime-green sticky note from the top of the stack by his pen pot and stick it to the front. Borrowing a black biro from the pot, I scribble a note:



Don’t stop writing this.

You’re almost there.

Kind regards, …



My pen pauses. Should I sign it? Write an initial? I glance at Fred, then the office clock on the wall behind him. I need to get going – there’s only twenty-five minutes left of my shift. And I’m supposed to be invisible, so the less I say, the better. Decision made, I write the final words:



A friend x








Four

ARCHIE

I didn’t sleep last night.

I just kept thinking about that letter – about the words that should have been there. And bloody Callaghan’s smug face when he stitched me up. I have come to an earth-shattering conclusion: I am completely rubbish. I’ve suspected it for a while but yesterday I magnificently proved it.

It’s my own fault: I made The Vow.

Two years ago, I vowed that I wouldn’t leave The Herald until I’d told Jessie Edmonds how I feel about her. Back then, I reckoned I’d summon the courage within weeks – that making The Vow would be the final push I needed. But then it all became too risky, too outfacing. And I started thinking about everything else that keeps me here: my rent, my bills, my not wanting to accept defeat. Before I knew it, two years passed and here I am.

Yesterday I was furious enough to make it happen. But I failed.

I’ve been walking around the city for an hour, trying to decide what to do. I should go in and tell Callaghan to stick his job. If I can’t tell Jessie how I feel, I should just get as far away from her as possible.

But how would I live without seeing her every day?

I check my watch. Thirty minutes before I’m due at The Herald. Ordinarily I’d go in early, continue my woeful attempt at impressing my way into a writing job. But not today. Callaghan can take a long jump off a short plank if he thinks I’m going to suck up to him anymore.

I stride past the entrance to The Herald’s faded building, limbs fired with defiance despite the fact that nobody else will be in the office yet so my rebellion is pointless. I carry on, kicking into the wet pavement like a recently landed Viking off to claim his kingdom, making a wide circuit around my workplace, for the next ten minutes. But my resolve saps with each lap until, fifteen minutes later, I give up and slink into the building like a defeated lettuce …

Lettuce? Even my metaphors are limp this morning.

Norman, the security bloke on reception, looks up as I swipe my pass against the barrier.

‘What’s up, lad? Someone piss on your chips?’

Now there’s a man who can wield a phrase.

‘Several people. A positive party of pee,’ I reply as I pass. Even Norm’s boombox chuckle in my wake can’t lift my mood.

Slumped against the side of the lift, I catch sight of my many-mirrored reflection. I look pathetic. Why did I ever think Jessie would take me seriously?

‘You’re a total joke, Archie Quinn,’ I mutter. The myriad mirror versions of me snarl back.

The screens on the news-floor are blank when I emerge from the lift, desks empty and every chair neatly returned to its place. There’s an unmistakeable tang of antibacterial cleaner and spray polish in the air and the coffee station is the cleanest I’ve seen it in months. We must have a new cleaning company, I muse, as I take the coffee filter jug to the water cooler to fill it. That must be a thankless task, cleaning this place. It might start passably tidy most mornings, but it’s a pit by the end of the day.

Coffee made, I head to my desk. At least it’s quiet. Callaghan won’t be in for another two hours, while Jessie will arrive bang on eight o’clock. Which means an entire sixty minutes of perfectly perfumed loveliness beside me unsullied by our boss. Silver lining for the day, or as my grandfather would say: one blessed crack in the shite shower.

I can’t help but grin thinking of that. Granda Brady is a one-off, a true original whose straight-talking wisdom and dubious Irish sayings brighten my days. I’ll see him later today, along with the other old guys. Another good thing to hold on to. I sit with a sigh, the last of my fury carried out on the exhale. That’s what I’ve got to do today: focus on the positives, not the rest. I can’t spend my entire life being angry. It’s not me. I need positives to keep me going. I need …

Hang on.

What’s this?

The old sticky notes have been cleared from my desk and in their place is a single white envelope. There’s a green sticky note stuck to the front, a handwritten message on it.



Don’t stop writing this.

You’re almost there.

Kind regards,



A friend x



Don’t stop writing what?

My heart crashes against my ribcage as I open the envelope, my fingers faltering as I recognise the letter inside. My letter to Jessie. But how? I threw it away and my rubbish bin is empty like all the others nearby.

A thought grips me and I glance right at Jessie’s desk where her notepad lies open. But my heart sinks when the handwriting doesn’t match the note. Of course it’s not from Jessie.

I look at the envelope again. So who sent it? And how did they get hold of the note?

Don’t stop writing this. You’re almost there.

Almost where? It’s a failed letter. The words didn’t come. Almost there is worse than nowhere at all. Why would a complete stranger fish a screwed-up letter out of a bin and send it back to me?

My head swims as I take it in.

‘You’re always so quick to believe the worst,’ Granda Brady’s voice singsongs into my mind. He’s forever pulling me up for fast judgements. ‘The world isn’t conspiring against you, Archie Quinn, whatever you think. You’re not that important.’

I smile despite myself. Granda’s compliments always come with added bite. I love him for it, despite the wince that follows each helpful comment. Okay, so what would he tell me to do? I check my watch but it’s too early to call him. Besides, my colleagues are due to arrive at any moment. I can’t risk being caught on the phone.

I picture him in my mind instead, grinning beneath his Donegal tweed trilby that’s seen far better days, that twinkle in his green eyes as he speaks.

Flip it, son. Turn that thought on its head.

Right. Here goes.

A complete stranger found my letter – I still don’t know how – but they saw something in it that I missed. They rescued it, put it in an envelope and wrote me a note. Whoever my ‘friend’ is, they believed in me.

A lump appears in my throat. Surprised, I swallow it down.

They believed in me. In my words. That’s more than anybody else has in this place.

You’re almost there …

Am I?

And if they know where there is, do they know how I could reach it?

I take the Post-it note off the envelope and stash it safely in my desk drawer. Then I peel an orange Post-it note from the stack by my pencil pot and stick it to the letter inside.

If I’m going to do this, I need help.

Brandishing my pen, I write:



Dear friend

How do I get there?

Help me!



Archie x



I don’t even hesitate about signing my name. Because the more I think about it, the stronger the idea becomes. It’s completely unexpected, but I find I can’t do this alone. Maybe what’s been missing for the past two years – besides my own lack of courage – is someone to advise me. I don’t know who my friend is, but it just might be that they arrived in my life at exactly the right time.

I tuck in the envelope flap and write To my friend on the front.

They might not reply. But I’ve been kicking at locked doors for too long and this is the opening I need. I stare at the note and something burns inside that I haven’t felt in forever … hope.

Behind me a bell chimes and the lift doors open to usher in my colleagues. I watch them storming into the office, loud voices filling the place with sound. And it’s only when the tide of bodies is almost at my desk that I remember the note still in my hand. At that moment, Jessie Edmonds emerges from the crowd and starts to stride towards me. Panicking, I grab one of my red Converse sneakers from beneath the desk and push the envelope inside, kicking it back underneath as Jessie and my colleague Liam Whittaker reach their desks, which flank mine on each side.

‘Quinny!’ Liam booms, shoving a grease-stained Greggs bag at me. ‘Steak bake for brekkie!’

‘Um, really? Thanks …’

‘Call it research.’ He grins, flakes of pastry dancing across his bottom lip and tumbling onto his beard as he speaks.

‘Research?’

‘Ten Surprising Breakfast Alternatives – I saw your article on MyManc, man. Impressive.’

I’m genuinely surprised. Normally if it doesn’t have a connection to Formula One or his beloved Manchester United, Liam doesn’t see anything. I didn’t think he knew the local citizen journalism site existed, let alone read it. ‘You did? Wow, thanks.’

‘Total lack of pastry-based goods, mind,’ he continues, chomping a sausage roll. ‘And you coming from a family bakery? They’d excommunicate you if word got out.’

I grin back at him.

‘Did you write something, Archie?’

My heart rate quickens as I turn to Jessie. Her jacket is already on the back of her chair, her pen in her hand and her work loaded up on her monitor.

‘It’s just a community site,’ I say, my world spinning slightly as our eyes meet.

‘What’s the addy? I’ll look it up.’

That smile will be the end of me.

I don’t trust my ability to reply coherently, so I fetch another sticky note and scribble the MyManc web address in frankly awful handwriting. My smile mirrors hers as I hand it over, the tip of her thumb brushing mine when she takes the note.

‘Thanks,’ she says, turning back to her monitor.

I go to reply, but somewhere between my brain and my tongue the words get tangled, so all I can manage is, ‘Nnhgyurrwlcmnthanx …’

Liam sniggers into his Greggs bag. I stuff my steak bake into my mouth before I embarrass myself any further. But, as we all start to work, the knowledge of the envelope in my shoe takes away some of the sting.

I’ll wait until everyone else has gone tonight and then I’ll leave it on my desk, exactly as I found it.

I just hope my friend visits again …








Five

ESTHER

‘What’s that?’

Issy, my eldest niece, is all questions today. I’m folding washing in my sister’s utility room and she’s hovering at my elbow. It’s an inset day at school, so I have the pleasure of her company all day, along with her sisters. I love her, but it’s like constantly entertaining a coiled spring today.

‘It’s washing.’ I grin, enjoying the mock groan she gives in reply.

‘I know that. I mean the blue thing on the top.’

‘It’s a tabard,’ I reply.

‘A what?’

‘An apron that covers your back and your front. I wear it for work.’

‘Cool! Can I try it on?’

Knowing my niece, she won’t give up until I say yes, so I don’t even bother to argue. ‘Sure. Just don’t get it dirty, okay? I need it clean for my shift tonight.’

Of course, my work uniform swamps her, but Issy is delighted, dancing off out of the kitchen, pulling up the slipping shoulders as she goes.

I pile the rest of the folded washing into my sister’s artisan-woven wicker washing basket, shaking my head at the ridiculous multi-looped ‘rustic gingham embellishments’ tied to both handles – Naomi’s latest entrepreneurial venture. Making Cleaning Cute, according to her Insta posts. She’s aiming to become the queen of decorated household goods, each item bedecked in ribbons and silk flowers. Good luck to her, I say.

I can hear Issy’s giggles out in the garden through the bifold doors from the kitchen as I bring the beribboned basket into the large open-plan space. As temporary accommodation goes, I can’t really fault this house. It’s light and spacious and much better when the girls are home from school, their noise and energy bouncing off the artfully grey walls.

‘Issy Martins, what are you wearing?’

My heart sinks a little. I can hear my sister hurrying across the lawn from her ‘garden office’ (aka the large pastel-painted shed at the bottom of the garden). She won’t be happy about the kids being out there, but it’s a lovely day and for once they are all getting on.

‘I’m being Auntie Esther,’ Issy protests.

‘Oh right. Because being a cleaning lady is such an aspirational career choice. Take it off.’

‘But it’s a tabard, Mum!’

‘It’s ridiculous. Take it off.’

I take a long breath and walk out into the garden.

Naomi is shielding her eyes from the late afternoon sun with one perfectly manicured hand, the other outstretched to receive my uniform as Issy struggles out of it.

‘I take it this was your idea,’ she says as I pass her to help my niece.

‘Issy asked if she could try it on.’ I gently ease my niece’s long blonde hair from the knot of fabric it’s wrapped around. ‘No harm done.’

My niece beams quickly at me before she runs over to her sisters.

‘Don’t,’ Naomi snaps.

‘Don’t what?’

‘I think it’s great you’ve found work, Es, but don’t bring your lowered standards to my girls. I want them to achieve more.’

My hackles rise, as they always do. ‘It’s just a tabard. It’s not an attack on your ambition. And anyway, I have achieved more. I achieved for seven years—’

‘And I haven’t?’

‘I never said that.’

‘You didn’t need to.’

Here we are again, where we’ve been too many times before. Why is everything always about my sister? Why does she see my success as some kind of commentary on her life?

I don’t want to fight today. I can already feel weariness tugging at my limbs and I still have my shift ahead of me. ‘That wasn’t my intention. You know it wasn’t. I’m hugely grateful to you for taking me in, Naomi. I was just having fun with Issy, that’s all.’

For a moment, I think she’s ramping up for another round, but then she rolls her eyes and takes a step back. ‘Right. Can you put dinner on for me? I just need another thirty minutes to finish this thing I’m working on.’

‘Sure.’

It’s a relief to drive into the city, two hours later. Dinner was tense, to say the least, Naomi shooting me evils at every opportunity, my brother-in-law Gavin droning on about roadworks he’d encountered on his way home and rolling his eyes at everything else, while the girls chatted on, oblivious to it all. I miss the days of lazy dinners in nobody’s company except my own and whoever was playing on my music system. I miss a lot about my old life, not least the choice to be alone if I wanted to be, but I shake off the weight that the memory of it always hangs on my heart. I can’t look back. I daren’t.

My shift seems to take an age tonight. Time stretches between the desks and the bins, my slow progress around the otherworldly night-time office feeling like an uphill climb. I can’t find the right song to listen to. I trip over invisible obstacles. My feet drag. My body protests with aches and grumbles.

But there’s one difference that makes it all vanish.

It happens when I reach Post-it King’s desk.

I’ve left it almost till last this evening, a reward for completing the rest of my tasks. And the moment I arrive there, my heart leaps.

There’s a white envelope in the centre of his desk, the area around it spotlessly clean. Bless him. Has he worked out what my job is? Whether he has or not, this singular kind act means the world.

Written in his lovely handwriting are three words that make me smile:


To my friend




I glance behind me, relaxing when I see only Fred there, then I sit on Post-it King’s chair to open the envelope. Inside is his original letter and, on a bright-orange Post-it note stuck to it, a message for me:


Dear friend

How do I get there?

Help me!

Archie x




Archie. I like it.

Archie the Post-it King of The Herald. He sounds friendly. Mind you, I don’t think it would have made a difference what his name was; I’ve already decided he’s my favourite Herald employee. He had me at the tick box lists. And that impossibly wonderful love letter …

And now he wants me to help him finish it.

I love that. Even if I’m not sure what to tell him.

I need to think about this.

I look over to the coffee station, which, as usual, is a pit. Cleaning that will help me mull over my reply, I decide, putting Archie’s letter safely in the front pocket of my tabard – the garment my sister branded ‘ridiculous’ earlier. It’s not ridiculous now, I tell her in my head. It’s proof I’m getting back on my feet. And it’s now a keeper of treasure.

I can’t hide my smile as I head over.

What do I tell Archie? I know how his letter made me feel but how do I help him find the words to match? Scrubbing at stubborn coffee stains, I watch the tide of water and soap bubbles changing from clear to brown, the shine of metal so dulled by the mess slowly returning beneath my cloth. My thoughts swirl with the water, memories rising to the surface.

Memories of Matt.

I wince as the old familiar pain re-emerges.

The chances I missed. The words I swallowed. The time I wasted.

By the time the coffee station is clean, I know what to tell Archie.

Half an hour later, I’m walking away from The Herald’s building, a warm glow inside despite my body being ready to drop. It took longer tonight to do my cleaning than it has before, but I don’t mind leaving late. I’ll be quicker tomorrow night. Besides, I haven’t felt this excited about anything for months – I’m determined to enjoy it.

My stomach growls and I remember I haven’t eaten. Dinner this evening became so excruciating I made my excuses and left the table having only nibbled a few bites of bread. There’s a Turkish chippy not far from here that stays open until half past eleven. Do I have time to get there before it closes?

I lift my denim jacket sleeve to check my watch – and my heart crashes to the floor.

My bracelet is missing. The one Molly made for me when I first arrived at Naomi’s. I’ve worn it constantly ever since, the sight of it on my wrist above my watch enough to brighten my toughest days. A length of felt with a fastening made of a plaited embroidery cotton loop and a primrose-yellow button, it’s lovingly stitched in the wonkiest way, with Molly’s own design of daisies surrounding my name. Where’s it gone?

Panic rising, I force my mind to replay the events of this evening, trying to picture where I had it last. I’m hoping I didn’t drop it on the journey from the car park to work – if it fell in the street it’s lost forever. But then I remember the button scratching across the edge of Archie’s envelope as I wrote the note to him.

It has to be in the office.

I don’t stop to think. I turn back and race to the building, praying the night watchman hasn’t locked the main door for the night. I have to find it – with any luck I can slip back inside, hunt for it and get out again before anybody notices.

Thankfully the door swings open when I yank the handle, the front desk empty as I run past. Using the fob on my building pass, I summon the lift and dash inside, tapping my impatience out on the hammered steel floor as it creeps too slowly to the fourth floor. I don’t remember seeing the bracelet when I put my coat on, which means it must have dropped between Archie’s desk and the cupboard where Fred lives along with all the cleaning supplies, where I stash my coat and bag while I work. The loop that fits over the button fastening has been getting more saggy over the weeks I’ve worn it and I’ve been meaning to put a couple of extra stitches over the end to secure it. All I can think is that the button slipped out, causing the bracelet to fall off.

The lift doors finally part and I hurry into The Herald’s office, blinking away the glare of the lift lights until my eyes focus on the dimly lit space beyond. There’s no sign of Molly’s bracelet in Fred’s cupboard, so I quickly retrace my steps across the darkened office floor towards Archie’s desk. In the half-light, I can’t see anything out of place. I’m almost at the desk when a bell sounds behind me.

I lose my breath.

Someone is coming up in the lift.

Damn it!

I can’t let anyone find me here, not after I’ve signed out. I can’t afford to lose my job over this.

I hurry to Fred’s cupboard, only just managing to slip inside and shut the door as the clunk and heavy slide of lift doors sounds beyond it. Holding my breath, my heart slamming in my ears, I lean against the door and listen.

A high giggle.

A low snigger.

Then two elongated shussshes, the kind fuelled by too much alcohol and shockingly few inhibitions.

‘What if sssomeone comes in?’ a woman’s voice slurs.

‘Isss cool, babe,’ a bloke’s voice replies. ‘Shhcool. We’re to-o-odlly alone.’

I hear more sniggering and the pop of a champagne cork, followed by a clatter of crockery in the coffee station.

Great. So much for cleaning it earlier.

But if I think a dirty coffee station is my biggest concern, I’m quickly proved wrong.

Because it gets worse. The giggles and sniggers merge into murmurs and mumbles …

Oh no …

Then much worse. The mumbles become moans …

Hell, no …

A low one followed by a high one, over and over like a demented game of tennis without the ball-thwacks.

My stomach churns. Ball-thwacks was definitely not the word to spring to mind right now.

Bloody hell, no!

I’m trapped, aren’t I? I can’t leave without Molly’s bracelet and, judging by the sounds floating through the door that I really wish I wasn’t hearing, my path would be blocked by the couple who sound like they’re just the other side.

A sudden bump and the crash of objects tumbling to the floor from the workstation nearest Fred’s cupboard confirm my very worst suspicions.

I’m going to have to completely disinfect that desk before I leave. Wearing two pairs of gloves …

At any other time I might find this hilarious – and maybe one day this will become a funny story I tell my friends – but right now I’m tired and stressed and I just want to go home. Even the thought of Archie’s letter waiting on his desk for him to find doesn’t take the edge off the horror.

I back away from the door – and the unmistakeable noises the other side of it – and retreat into the dark depths of Fred’s cupboard. Edging round his comforting bulk I hunker down on an unopened palette of paper towels and jam my earbuds in, blasting my music as loud as I can bear to drown out everything else.

This is horrific, but it can’t last forever. I’ll hide here until they’ve gone, straighten everything up, find Molly’s bracelet and get the heck out of the building.

The noises beyond the door start to rise again towards a gut-wrenching, inescapable crescendo. Wincing, I pull my jacket over my head and put my hands over my eyes …








Six

ARCHIE

Hi Archie,

I don’t claim to be an expert

but I think if you start with your heart,

the words will follow.

So what does your heart want Jessie to know?

Your friend,

Esther x



Esther. Great name.

And that’s a cool reply.

My new friend is officially cool.

I, on the other hand, didn’t even attempt to be cool about dashing here this morning. I’m an hour early and it has nothing to do with trying to impress my boss. I wanted to see if my friend had replied.

Esther. I wanted a reply from Esther.

I’m not surprised she’s a woman. Her handwriting was too flowery to belong to a bloke and it just felt like a female sort of answer. I groan. No wonder I can’t find the right words if that’s the kind of lame response I make in my own head.

I’m thrilled she replied, though. Even if her advice leaves me no closer to completing Jessie’s letter. My heart is a woeful tumble of mess most of the time, especially concerning Jessie Edmonds. I don’t know how to start unravelling it all to find out exactly what it’s trying to say.

I’ll give it a go, though. Not least because I finally have somebody who thinks I can do it.

I was thinking about this last night, as I sat with the lads in the community hall, trying my best to keep up with the latest tune we’re all learning. My banjo’s seen better days, but that’s not surprising considering I climbed into a skip to rescue it. As I was plucking along – getting about one note right in every seven – it struck me that my secret friend is unlike anyone I’ve ever met before. Because she is, isn’t she? She saw my letter and read beyond the words. If that isn’t remarkable, I don’t know what is.

My grandfather had clocked it immediately, of course. He’d winked across the circle of ageing musicians at me, that old Donegal tweed hat of his at an even more rakish angle than usual.

‘What’s her name?’

‘Whose name?’

He’d chuckled. ‘Whoever she is who found your grin.’

‘I’m not grinning,’ I’d protested, but Granda Brady was having none of it.

‘Are you not? Strange.’

‘What’s strange?’ By then, everyone in the circle was watching us.

‘Put it this way, lad, you look awful happy for a man murdering a banjo.’

I’d dismissed his jibe, naturally, but he was right, wasn’t he? Turns out my letter-advising friend is a woman. She knows nothing about me and yet she believes I can write this letter. That’s incredible – and I’m not about to pass up the opportunity to seek her advice. Maybe this is the moment things change. With her help I could finally tell Jessie Edmonds how I feel and plan to get out of this place.

I’m about to write a reply when I spot something in my wastepaper basket. It’s spotlessly clean as usual – thankfully not reeking of disinfectant, as some bits of the office are this morning. But there’s a brightly coloured scrap of fabric draped over one side. I pick it up and turn it over, my pulse kicking up a gear when I see what’s stitched across it.

Six daisies, three on each side, and a name in the middle …

[image: image of] ESTHER [image: image of]

There’s a bright yellow button on one side of the green fabric and on the other a loop of braided yellow, orange and white threads that supposedly fits over the button. The loop is frayed and a bit grubby and the stitching looks like it was done by someone either inexperienced or drunk. Did Esther make it herself? It feels odd to be holding something of hers. I must be right about her being a night cleaner – the fact this has been dropped in a clean bin overnight and the new message on my desk are dead giveaways.

I’ll send it back to her in my reply. But, first, I need to work out what to say next …

I glance at the clock. I still have half an hour before anyone arrives. I’d better get a move on.

I smooth out the letter to Jessie on my desk and reach for a pen. But my
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