
  
    [image: Love You From A–Z]
  


  
    
      LOVE YOU FROM A–Z

    

    
      
        LINDA CORBETT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: One More Chapter]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        One More Chapter

        a division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

        1 London Bridge Street

        London SE1 9GF

        www.harpercollins.co.uk

      

        

      
        First published in Great Britain by HarperCollinsPublishers 2022

      

        

      
        Copyright © Linda Corbett 2022

      

        

      
        Cover design by Lucy Bennett © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2022

        Cover illustrations © Shutterstock.com

      

        

      
        Linda Corbett asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

      

        

      
        A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library

      

        

      
        This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

      

        

      
        Source ISBN: 9780008554569

        Ebook Edition © June 2022 ISBN: 978000854552

        Version: 2023-05-15

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        What Would Jane Austen Do?

      

      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Thank you for reading…

      

      
        We think you will love…

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Linda Corbett

      

      
        One More Chapter...

      

      
        About the Publisher

      

    

    

  


  
    
      For Andrew, my hero

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      As a child, Jenna Oakhurst had believed in Happy Ever After. It was what happened in all the best stories, where everything worked out perfectly in the end. Later on, having observed her own parents’ marriage and after experiencing a bit of the world for herself, she decided that Happy For Now was probably the best one ought to expect. Later still, after dating Mr Conceited, Mr Unreliable, and one excruciating evening with Mr I-like-dating-women-with-big-boobs, her romantic expectations were further downgraded to Happy For Now With Compromises. Which probably explained why she ended up cancelling her hair appointment in order to spend Saturday afternoon helping Matt empty a storage unit somewhere on the outskirts of Swindon after he had blown a large part of his redundancy payment on a new money-making scheme.

      ‘So how on earth are you going to shift this lot?’ asked Jenna as they examined the proceeds of Matt’s latest purchase.

      ‘Most of it will sell on eBay,’ replied Matt confidently. ‘Parry’s been doing it for the last couple of years.’

      Jenna’s eyebrows raised slightly. ‘And this is the same Parry who transferred his pension savings into an investment scam?’

      ‘That was an accident.’

      Jenna resisted the urge to respond. In her opinion, Parry’s tips should be severely restricted to include only those with no serious financial consequences, like best buys in toilet roll, but she knew better than to criticise Parry. Her boyfriend’s best mate was blessed with a winning smile, but would make Del Boy look like a cautious investor.

      ‘I still can’t see how buying abandoned storage units makes much money though. You could still do this’—she swallowed the word hobby—‘as well as a part-time job, couldn’t you?’

      Matt lifted a couple of heavy-looking boxes onto the platform trolley. ‘I know you’re worried and you don’t like taking risks, but I’m not your dad; the money side of things will be fine, honestly.’

      Matt’s job as a kitchen-fitter might not have earned as much as a senior accounts clerk, but at least it had been a regular wage over the last eighteen months. Jenna reminded herself that it was his money he was wasting; as long as he could still pay his share into the joint bills account, it wasn’t up to her what he did with his money, although she doubted he would have bought the units at all had Parry not highly recommended the idea in the first place.

      Two weeks ago, Matt had bought a unit full of building materials and plumbing gear, and this week’s purchase was hardly more exciting. In fact, the contents of storage unit seventy-four was a right old mix of stuff; it was as though someone had scooped up half the contents of their home and just dumped it in an untidy pile. The biggest item by far was an old-fashioned mahogany display case with glass panels in the front and cupboard storage underneath, which was wedged at the back behind lots of boxes. It reminded Jenna of the furniture in Great-Aunt Mary’s house.

      There were also a couple of bar stools with pale green seat cushions and two tired-looking dining room chairs. Stacked around them were a number of utilitarian cardboard boxes, many of which had seen better days and looked as though they had been packed in a hurry. What appeared to be picture frames poked out the top of one box, and another seemed to be full of kitchen stuff. Presumably, one of the boxes contained the cameras that Matt had been enthusing about yesterday and which he was convinced were the star items of this purchase. Jenna was highly sceptical that anyone would abandon valuables in a storage unit but was happy to be proved wrong.

      Unable to help with the heavy lifting, Jenna sorted out the boxes and put any loose items into the spare black bags she had brought along with her, while Matt took charge of the platform trolley.

      Over the next hour, with rest breaks, they steadily emptied the storage unit, and Matt made a number of trips back and forth to the van. Both the van and trolley had been loaned by Parry, although the latter looked suspiciously like the ones they used at the garden centre on the Haxford Road. At least they were more useful than some of Parry’s dubious financial tips.

      The teak display unit was the last item to be taken out, but luckily it separated into two parts and – with Jenna holding the trolley steady – Matt managed to lift off the glass panelled top.

      ‘I’ll take this bit first,’ he said, laying the unit down carefully. ‘The base will have to be a separate trip. Do you want to check it’s not full of heavy stuff?’

      Jenna checked in the cupboard compartment underneath and saw only one box. It was A3-size in a colourful dotty design, about fifteen centimetres deep, and with a magnetic flip-over lid. It was the sort that you would buy to put a nice gift in, or store something special. She lifted it out, surprised at how light it was.

      ‘Matt, look at this, isn’t it pretty?’

      ‘It’s a box.’

      Jenna gently tipped it and heard a sliding sound. ‘Ladies and gentlemen!’ she announced in her best impression of a seaside entertainer. ‘Do you want to guess what’s inside? Or do you want me to … open the box?’

      ‘We’re not contestants on a game show. You can inspect it later; just stick it on the trolley.’

      Jenna grinned and pulled a face. ‘Spoilsport.’ She had already decided she was going to keep this box as recompense for giving up her afternoon.

      ‘Right, I’ll be back for that last bit and then I reckon we’re done here.’

      While Jenna waited for Matt to return, her thoughts trailed back to the display case that had reminded her so much of the one that had stood proudly in Great-Aunt Mary’s front room. Mary didn’t believe in entertaining children by sticking them in front of the television so had steered Jenna and her sister towards more imaginative games instead. Jenna often wondered in later years whether that had, in part, been intended as a distraction from the problems at home.

      The best game was when Mary carefully lifted out a selection of her china figurines and animal ornaments, and then encouraged Jenna and her sister to come up with a story using these items. Jenna’s were always tales of heroic deeds, daring escapes or romantic proposals. Of overseas travel to far-flung lands, or saving the planet in true superhero style. Disability was never an impediment in that imaginary world – a world now confined to the pages of an old exercise book and hidden away somewhere with all her other treasures.

      The unloading of Matt’s treasure went a bit quicker as they could park directly outside their garage, where Matt planned to store everything. They didn’t use the garage as Jenna’s car normally sat on the road, and Matt had sold his as he’d been using one of the company’s vans most of the time.

      The block of garages sat in a squat concrete row behind the flats as though the architect had wisely decided to hide them from view, and Matt had fitted a good quality padlock to theirs so it could be used for his trade tools. And now for his new auction purchases.

      ‘Well, that’s the lot,’ said Matt as he stretched his arms up above his head. ‘I don’t know about you, but I’ve done enough furniture-shifting for one day.’ He patted the garage door, which reverberated unnecessarily loudly. ‘Good haul. I’ll drop the van over at Parry’s and then tomorrow we can start sorting through everything.’

      Jenna watched him drive off. It annoyed her that she’d been roped into this venture; this was his grand plan, he could sort things out by himself. She combed her hair back with her fingers as she briefly thought about her cancelled appointment. She had already made enough of a sacrifice.

      It was as she made herself a late lunchtime snack that she remembered about the decorative box, and she headed down to the garage with the spare key. Ten minutes later, she was back inside with the mystery box, which she placed on the small wooden coffee table in the lounge. She touched it reverently. Despite her curiosity, she felt reticent about rummaging inside. This was the sort of box you bought to put special things in, not just everyday knick-knacks, and what if it contained certificates? Or valuable items?

      Matt would argue that that was why he bought these lots, in the hope of making money. Although you were honour bound to return any personal documentation, it was that promise of treasure buried in amongst all the tat that encouraged people to flock to these auctions in the first place. Jenna couldn’t see the attraction of storing anything personal or valuable anywhere other than in your own home, but conceded that others might have reasons for needing temporary accommodation for their possessions.

      She tentatively opened the box. On top lay a piece of white, folded needlework material. As she picked it up, Jenna realised it was a part-finished cross-stitch project. She carefully opened the material to see what the picture was.

      In the middle, there were numbers from one to ten and underneath, a partly completed alphabet in the style of a traditional sampler. Around the outside the sampler was divided into rectangular shapes. Around a third had a pattern or design inside, and the remainder were empty. There were some half-finished flowers as well, but without a photo of the finished design, it was impossible to work out what it was going to look like. She’d never felt inclined to anything crafty, but Evie loved that sort of thing. Maybe she’d call her sister after she’d finished exploring the rest of the contents.

      Underneath the material, she found a variety of postcards from around the British Isles and further afield. There was one of colourful Dutch bulb fields, and another from Iceland, depicting what looked like a giant blue iceberg. There was also an assortment of objects that looked remarkably ordinary: a packet of serviettes, a blank picture frame, a soft toy in the shape of a puffin, a small model church, an empty tin of Scottish shortbread, and a number of fridge magnets, which were mainly of specific buildings. Why keep all this stuff in storage instead of at the bottom of a drawer? The box seemed too big for such a small collection of things. There were no threads for the sewing either.

      At the bottom of the box was a sheet of white, stiff paper – lining paper of some sort – but it didn’t sit quite flat. Jenna lifted it out and underneath was a cream-coloured envelope addressed to a Miss Isla Price. A quick examination showed that it was still sealed, and immediately a dozen questions spun around inside her head. Why didn’t Isla open this letter? Was it bad news? Was it connected to the other objects? And more importantly, why was it hidden right at the bottom?

      Jenna grabbed her phone and took a few pictures before calling her sister. As it was the middle of the afternoon, Evie was probably cleaning hutches or attending to one of her many rescue guinea pigs. Sometimes she couldn’t just drop everything when the phone rang, but today Jenna caught her sister at a good moment.

      ‘So what do you think?’ she asked, after giving Evie a rundown of the contents. ‘It’s rather random, isn’t it?’

      ‘And it was all in a box in this storage locker?’

      ‘Yes. Matt’s marvellous investment. That sounds like the title of a Roald Dahl book, doesn’t it?’

      ‘So what was in the letter?’

      ‘It’s sealed. You can’t just go round opening other people’s private correspondence.’

      ‘You can when you’ve paid for it,’ argued Evie.

      Jenna was unconvinced and after promising to keep her updated, she went in search of the contact details for StoreSafe. It was a Saturday afternoon, so she was surprised to get through to a person rather than an answerphone, but it sped things up. The rather bored-sounding person on the other end of the line informed her that the unit had been auctioned off because the person who had rented it had defaulted on payments, and had not responded to any email or written communications. It was therefore safe to assume that any old address found on an old envelope in an old box was no longer relevant or useful, so no, they didn’t need her to send anything back to them.

      Now what? While she decided what to do, she made some space at the bottom of her wardrobe for the box. It was late afternoon by the time Matt reappeared, carrying one of the more ordinary-looking boxes from the garage.

      ‘I’m going to start with this lot,’ he announced, dumping the box down on the kitchen worktop. ‘This looks like a decent camera – some of them sell on eBay for over £160. There’s also accessories and all sorts in this box so I’m going to do some proper research before I flog it all.’

      ‘But what about the personal items? There’s a box of postcards and knick knacks I was looking through earlier.’

      ‘Nah, there’s no value in that rubbish. We’ll sort out what can be sold, and put the rest into boxes for the charity shop and the dump. You can choose which pile to put it in.’

      ‘Doesn’t it feel a bit weird though, selling off someone else’s stuff?’

      ‘But it’s not someone else’s now, is it, it’s mine. And I’m perfectly entitled to sell off my own gear if I want to.’

      Jenna couldn’t dispute the legality of the argument. Or the business transaction. Presumably Isla Price had understood the terms and conditions when she originally rented the storage space. But she remembered how, as a child, she had bought a book from a jumble sale, and it had obviously been a Christmas present for someone as written inside the flyleaf it said: Happy Christmas John, with love from Nan and Grandad. Even at the time she felt as though the book wasn’t truly hers and that she ought to return it, despite not having any means to do so.

      Her thoughts stubbornly remained on the box with the sealed letter for the rest of the afternoon. Basically, if Isla wasn’t at that address any longer, the only way to contact her would be through whoever had written that letter.

      She waited until Matt was busy on the computer later that evening before fishing out the letter that she had carefully replaced at the bottom of the box. If she opened it, she would have to own up to being nosey, but if she didn’t open it, she’d never find out how to contact Isla, and her treasures would end up at the charity shop. Or worse, in the bin.

      With Evie’s words ringing in her ears, she carefully slid her finger under the seal of the envelope and pulled out a folded piece of A5 lined paper that looked like it had been torn from a notebook.

      
        
        24 Harcourt Drive

        Kings Hampton

      

        

      
        Dear Isla,

        I know we haven’t spoken in some time, and I’m sorry I didn’t live up to your expectations.

        Can you please return the things of mine that are left at the flat? I’ll come and collect if it’s too much hassle for you.

        We had some great times though, didn’t we?

        Best wishes,

        Henry

      

      

      Jenna’s imagination fizzed into overdrive. This was obviously a relationship of some sort, or even a marriage gone wrong. It sounded as though Isla had finished it, but why didn’t Henry live up to her expectations? Did he love her too much? Or not enough? What things had he left behind? And were they the objects that were now sitting in their garage?

      A feeling of guilt slowly seeped into her consciousness. Even though the relationship was over, this Henry was still thinking about the good times they’d had together. He sounded like a nice person actually. Thoughtful. She allowed her imagination to scamper around a bit more as she wondered what he looked like; was he the sort of dark-haired, gorgeous hunk who worked out every morning in the gym and spent his earnings on designer clothes? Or was he a fair-haired geek who did clever things on computers and in his spare time crowd-funded holidays for hard-up families? Being her own imaginary jilted lover, she was very sure that he was not the sort of guy who’d ask his girlfriend to accompany him to Swindon to shift boxes instead of having a relaxing afternoon at the hairdresser’s. She had only made the appointment in the first place because of that bonus.

      Use it to treat yourself, her boss Adam had said. This fella of yours doesn’t appreciate how lucky he is. Jenna smiled. Adam regularly grumbled that his own partner seemed to think the word ‘budget’ meant minimum spending requirement. Being awarded March’s employee of the month meant far more to her than the two-hundred-pound bonus though. That wasn’t a salary payment for doing a job, it was something far more personal and precious: Achievement. Recognition. Respect. You couldn’t buy those things.

      She hadn’t told Matt about the bonus, but why should she? Did he tell her what he spent his money on when he sold his car? Her thoughts returned to Henry. Was he careful with money or did he flash it around like James Bond at a casino? Cherry-picking the best bits of both scenarios, she pictured a handsome, dark-haired man in a tailored suit who was wealthy but not spendthrift. The good thing about imaginary heroes was that they could be perfect like the ones in her childhood stories. Real-life ones were a different matter.

      There was no date on the letter, so she picked up the envelope and squinted at the postmark to see if the date was decipherable, but it was heavily inked, and very smudged.

      Even after Jenna had returned the letter to the box, the words stubbornly stayed in her head.

      Can you please return the things of mine that are left at the flat?

      Isla had never even opened this letter so she wouldn’t know that Henry needed them back.

      As Jenna cleared up later that evening, she wondered again about what things he was referring to. She told herself he was just referring to a few mugs and a change of clothes, or maybe a shelf of toiletries. After all, he was a bloke – the ones she knew didn’t collect boxes of knick knacks and cuddly toys. But what if he was referring to something else? She tried to tell herself his request might not have anything whatsoever to do with the items in storage that Matt had assured her were bought legitimately. So why did she feel guilty by association, and why did she feel the irrational urge to contact Henry to find out whether he ever got his possessions back?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Going in to work on Monday mornings often felt like a bit of an anti-climax after a busy weekend, but Jenna didn’t expect to be greeted with a groan of despair.

      ‘Oh no! I was sure I was right.’

      Jenna stopped midway through removing her jacket and looked at her two colleagues who were studying her intently. ‘About what? Have I missed something?’

      ‘You are the something,’ replied Alisha with a cheeky grin. ‘We had a bet on Friday afternoon about what you’d spend your bonus on. I was sure it would be either a hair appointment or manicure; you sneaked out to make a phone call so it had to be something personal.’

      Jenna extended her arm and splayed her fingers. ‘As you can see, sadly no manicure, although that would be a lovely treat.’

      ‘Definitely,’ agreed Alisha. ‘I think we need a lunchtime nail bar. There must be room somewhere in this building.’

      ‘Excellent idea. I’ll let you suggest that one to Adam,’ laughed Jenna.

      ‘So come on, what’s the plan for the bonus?’ asked Denise. ‘There’s a chunky KitKat resting on this so we need to have an answer. And don’t tell me you spent it on Matt, otherwise you will have Auntie Denise to answer to.’

      Denise was the longest serving member of the Accounts team at Confederated Financial Solutions and had been married and divorced twice, had brought up three children and was famed for her compassion and common sense. Everyone regarded her as a cross between a surrogate mother and agony aunt.

      Jenna forced her mouth to curl up into a smile. ‘It’s a work in progress.’

      Her answer was met with a collective groan, but she refused to be drawn into further speculation. In order to change the subject, and as she waited for her computer to wake up, she regaled her colleagues with Saturday’s van adventure and her subsequent discovery. As the rest of the team trickled in, there were several pauses and recapitulations and, as expected, given the choice of processing last week’s company expense claims or discussing Jenna’s mystery letter, there was little competition.

      ‘So you don’t know anything about this Henry?’ asked Denise. ‘Was there a photo?’

      ‘No, nothing like that.’ She was secretly glad about that as she’d already grown rather attached to her dark-haired, suit-wearing hero.

      ‘So you don’t know how old he is either?’

      Jenna frowned. That was something she hadn’t considered. She had automatically assumed Henry was in his early thirties like she was, but there was nothing to indicate that. And she had no idea how old the letter was, so Henry might have moved on and be married with kids by now. For some reason she didn’t like that idea.

      ‘So do you know which items he wants back?’ asked Alisha.

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘But don’t you want to find out?’

      ‘She doesn’t need to return anything,’ piped up Jamie, the junior administrator whom Jenna was currently in charge of training up. ‘They’ve paid for everything.’

      ‘But this poor guy doesn’t even know the stuff is in storage, never mind sold to someone else,’ argued Denise.

      ‘So what exactly was in this storage unit?’ asked someone from a neighbouring team whose chair was now swivelled round to better participate in the conversation.

      Jenna felt like a contestant on The Generation Game memorising items on the conveyor belt as she tried to recall the items Matt had stacked on the trolley.

      ‘But there are lots of things in the boxes that haven’t been sorted yet,’ she added.

      What she didn’t mention was that watching Matt open up all the boxes like an overexcited kid on Christmas morning felt somewhat distasteful.

      ‘So are you going to contact this man?’ asked Denise.

      ‘Of course she isn’t, haven’t you seen those creepy stalker films?’ Jamie replied vehemently. ‘The woman agrees to meet him in a windswept, isolated wasteland and then aaaargh’—he put his hands round his own throat, grimacing theatrically—‘nobody ever finds out what happened to her,’ he finished in a raspy voice.

      ‘You must watch some horrible films; it’s a miracle you can sleep at night,’ Denise said, reminding Jenna of Great-Aunt Mary. ‘Ignore pip-squeak in the corner, I think it sounds like something straight from the pages of a romantic novel.’

      ‘So what will you say if he asks you where his things are?’ asked Denise’s neighbour Paveen, joining in the discussion.

      ‘I honestly don’t know,’ said Jenna. ‘But if there are things that are maybe sentimental to him that Matt doesn’t already have his eBay eye on, I think he has a right to have them back.’

      ‘The trouble is, Jenna doesn’t even know what things he’s asking about,’ explained Denise. ‘It’s all a bit light on facts.’

      ‘A bit like this expense claim from our esteemed Sales Account Manager,’ said Jenna, tapping at her computer screen with the end of her biro. She tutted loudly. He had submitted a claim for airport expenses without supplying further details, plus a flight to Edinburgh when he could have taken a cheaper train (with the added bonus that he would not then have had to waste money at the airport while waiting around for his flight). And he’d booked first class! Under normal circumstances, the company would only reimburse the cost of a standard fare. Some people clearly thought they were above the rules and could do what they liked without bothering to check what company practice actually was. Apart from being plain old wrong, it showed a total lack of respect.
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        * * *

      

      As she drove home later that day, her thoughts returned to the letter. She had two choices really; either ignore it and put the whole box in the charity shop pile, or … or what? Contact this mystery man and say, hey, you don’t know me but my boyfriend has just bought all your ex-girlfriend’s abandoned property, some of which may or may not belong to you. Just the thought of that made her feel more than a little queasy, and this letter would have to be worded very carefully, and would need plenty of forethought.

      She continued to think about it most of the way home, and all through dinner, until Matt asked for the second time whether her hip was playing up again, as she seemed very uninterested in the fact that he’d already sold the boxes of Italian tiles and got a reasonable bid for some of the other plumbing items. Apparently, Parry had recommended adding in an option to make an offer on some of the items, as it sped up proceedings. Cash in hand, according to Parry – who was fast becoming Haxford’s modern-day Nostradamus as far as Matt was concerned – was worth far more than stock piled up in the garage.

      After they had eaten, Matt headed back to his computer to carry out more research, and Jenna wondered whether this was what she had to look forward to from now on. She was as much an advocate of hard work as the next person, but she believed in earning money the honest way, not off the back of someone else’s misery.

      She also preferred emailing to writing. It was more immediate and one could be slightly less personal than you would otherwise have to be if one was writing a letter, which felt not only old-fashioned but slow. However, this time there was no alternative.

      Her letter was both brief and vague. She explained that an acquaintance of hers had come across a box of personal items that belonged to Miss Isla Price, which had been in storage, so would he please email her if he had a contact address for Isla? She included her email details as well as her postal address, but omitted any reference to the letter addressed to Isla, thereby side-stepping the need to address the question of returning his belongings. The thought of explaining how she’d come across his address was already causing anxiety. She’d deal with that one when he replied. If he replied.
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        * * *

      

      It was three days later that the message popped into her inbox. She’d been checking her personal emails at lunchtime when her eye was drawn immediately to the name HenSom in her inbox. It took her a few seconds to work out that this was probably Henry. Instantly, she experienced a small rush of adrenaline as she stared at the name. What was she afraid of? She told herself it was purely a business transaction; she had some personal items to return to Isla, that’s all. It was not linked to any items Henry wanted returning, and nothing whatsoever to do with the fact that she was hugely curious about her dark-haired, handsome, hard-done-by hero.

      She stabbed the screen and quickly scanned the email before shoving her phone back in her bag. Five seconds later, she retrieved it and sent her sister a quick text.

      
        
        Got a bit of a problem. Can I come over and see you after work?
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        * * *

      

      Jenna was on edge for the remainder of the day. She was quiet with her colleagues, and when Sales Account Manager, Ian Ransome, emailed demanding to know why he was only getting seventy per cent of his costs reimbursed, she replied attaching a copy of the company’s expense policy with a suggestion that he read that first before making any further claims. He may have the title of Sales Account Manager but he didn’t actually manage anyone and in any case, the company afforded all the sales team that title – presumably because ‘Sales Person’ didn’t sound important enough. Jenna wasn’t scared of his bluster; not for nothing was he nicknamed Mr Rant by the team, and as she herself had said on many previous occasions, she was more than happy to go toe-to-toe with that man – provided she used her good foot, obviously.

      It was a relief to just get away from the office and as she made her way back to her car, she felt some of the tension leave her body.

      The office of Confederated Financial Solutions was situated south of the river on a modern industrial estate. It was a four-storey building, its outward-facing structure mainly steel and glass, with a roof terrace largely used by the maintenance team as an overflow storage area, and the local pigeon population as a toilet.

      Jenna had joined the company as an office junior after leaving school, progressed to accounts clerk and then worked her way up to her current position. She had seen many corporate changes over the years, but she rarely felt the urge to seek new employment, even when she didn’t always agree with the changes.

      She supposed that having a childhood marred by endless house moves and often being uprooted from school just as she had started to make friends had left her with a deep-seated need for continuity. It helped her to feel she belonged somewhere, unlike Evie who had seemed to just drift from job to job after leaving school, until two years ago when she gave up on work altogether to set up a guinea pig rescue with her best friend and partner, Kaitlyn, known to most people as Kat. Jenna had to concede that while her baby sister had a somewhat chaotic lifestyle and she didn’t have two pennies to rub together most of the time, at least she was now happy and content.

      Evie and Kat lived in a converted farm building a few miles east of Haxford’s town centre, and away from the bustling commercial area, the touristy Old Town and suburban New Town area. Technically the postal address was still Haxford, although Jenna sometimes thought of it as the end of the world. As she drove towards her sister’s home, she gazed at the flat, open countryside, with low hedgerows, wide expanses of ploughed fields and grazing land. Even though it wasn’t yet the end of March, she could see signs of spring everywhere.

      A few houses nestled in amongst the green landscape, which were useful journey markers and in the early days, helped Jenna to work out when to slow down and flick on her indicators. It was even easier to find now that there was a large sign erected in one of the fields opposite the turning, which advertised a national chain of house builders with the words Coming soon – 200 new homes in a large, bold font. On the other side of the road was a more modest handmade sign.

      
        
        SAVE OUR GREEN BELT

        protect our countryside

        no more cars or pollution!

      

      

      Jenna turned into the tree-lined gravel track that led up to a single-storey stone farmhouse. She parked at the front and looked around for her sister.

      The house had originally been part of a series of farm buildings but had suffered fire damage during the 1990s recession. The farmer had used the insurance money to turn the main building into a residential property but having budgeted for his refurbishment rather frugally, he then found difficulty in selling it as a luxury renovation, and opted instead for renting it out. Much of the adjacent land was still used by the farmer for grazing, and concerns had been raised in the past over developers trying to build houses in Nethercott Lane as the likely dust, noise and fumes could disturb his cows.

      According to Kat, sometime in the past this had been designated a protected area, but based on the new sign she saw on the way in, Jenna assumed the developers had managed to find a loophole.

      In addition to the main house, there were two smaller buildings off to one side. One looked like it had started out life as a potting shed before being converted by Evie and Kat into a storage area. The other was a large, barn-type structure that, if one was being polite, could be described as rustic, and which had had long since weathered to a dull grey-brown colour. It was here that their large family of rescue guinea pigs lived. A few years ago, Evie and Kat had added on an equally rustic homemade covered area so that they could do outdoor jobs without having to worry about the weather. Attached to the wall was a painted board that said: Welcome to Little Paws Guinea Pig Rescue.

      The farmhouse had retained one area of grassland, which had probably been intended as a lawn when the building was first renovated. Since Evie and Kat had no use for anything ornamental, it now had a secure perimeter fence so it could serve as an outdoor run for the guinea pigs.

      Jenna headed in the direction of the barn. She was wearing office shoes rather than something sturdier, and she walked carefully across the uneven gravelled area. Even before she reached the door to the barn, she could hear the endearing wheeking of all the guinea pigs. She poked her head round the open door and her nostrils detected the familiar, sweet smell of fresh hay.

      The barn, or ‘Piggingham Palace’ as Evie jokingly called it, was a multi-purpose structure about twenty-five feet in length. On one side there were any number of sturdy plastic crates piled up amongst odd bits of furniture like a badly organised junk shop, alongside which sat numerous wrapped hay bales like a wall of environmentally friendly insulation. There was also a battered looking fridge, which they had acquired second-hand, and which was used to store fruit and vegetables for the guinea pigs.

      On the other side there were two tiers of wooden hutches, where the male residents lived as well as those females who – for reasons of age or infirmity – needed their own space or required medical care. It resembled a sort of guinea pig Alcatraz but with five-star facilities and friendly wardens, and the furry occupants peered out squeakily in the hope that the unexpected visitor might be bringing veggie treats. At the far end of the barn was a large L-shaped pen where Evie and Kat kept the majority of their healthy female guinea pigs, including a few permanent residents. Nearby was a scuffed wooden table, which served as workspace for both paperwork and guinea pig inspections, and a large butler’s sink.

      Jenna spotted her sister at the sink, bent over a yellow plastic bowl. She was wearing jeans with holes in – holes made by a guinea pig rather than a fashion designer – and a navy blue hoodie that was covered in animal fur. Her blonde hair was scooped messily into a ponytail. As children, people had often commented on how unalike they were, as though it was some sort of mystery that they looked so different, rather than just the randomness of genetic inheritance. While her sister had a delicateness about her features that masked her physical strength, Jenna’s alert expression often gave the appearance of seriousness to those who had never seen her mischievous grin. The one feature they had in common was their grey eyes, apparently inherited from their father. He had left home so many years ago now that Jenna could barely remember what he looked like, never mind what colour his eyes were.

      As she approached, Jenna noticed a small squirming guinea pig in the bowl. ‘I’m not even going to ask whether that piggy is enjoying itself!’

      ‘Hi, sis. This poor little thing arrived in a batch from a charity rescue with several big bald patches, so Ginger Nut here is having an anti-fungal shampoo.’ Evie talked as she worked the lather into the animal’s fur. ‘Honestly, some people really have no idea how to look after an animal – look at the state of her.’

      Evie carefully held up the ginger and white piggy so that it was facing her. ‘Don’t you worry, you’re soon going to be a gorgeous cuddly piggy again.’ She added some air kisses for good measure, and nodded in Jenna’s direction. ‘Pass me that towel over there so I can wrap her up while the medication works.’

      After carefully placing the piggy in a high sided plastic crate, Evie turned to her sister. ‘Now we can talk for ten minutes.’ She rinsed her hands, then pulled over a wooden chair, which complemented the junk shop ambience, and brushed off some loose strands of hay. ‘Is that clean enough for your posh office clothes?’

      Jenna carefully perched on the chair while Evie plonked herself down on a partially opened plastic-wrapped bale of hay. ‘So I’m guessing this is about that box of stuff you found?’

      Jenna nodded. ‘And you know that letter I mentioned? Well, I opened it.’ She paused.

      ‘And what?’

      ‘Well, it’s a bit awkward you see, because he was asking Isla for his things back, and I don’t know whether they were included in the storage lock up.’

      ‘Who’s “he”?’

      ‘Oh, sorry, this bloke called Henry. I think him and Isla were together at some point. Anyway, he sounds quite reasonable, he just wanted some items returned.’

      ‘Which Matt has bought, so you now own,’ Evie argued. ‘Well Matt does really, but you know what I mean.’

      ‘Ye-es, but it feels a bit wrong, doesn’t it, when you know it could be someone else’s stuff. Anyway,’ Jenna continued before her sister had time to answer, ‘I couldn’t get any details from the storage company – they said she’d moved away – so I wrote to this guy Henry instead.’

      Evie’s eyes widened as she stared at her sister. ‘You’re mad!’

      ‘And today he replied.’ Jenna fished her phone out of bag and located the email. ‘He says thanks for getting in touch – that’s nice, isn’t it? – and could I check to see if we have any of his things, which he helpfully listed for me.’

      ‘So that spotty box belongs to him, does it?’

      ‘No, he didn’t mention that at all. But he says there are a couple of books he left behind, plus some random stuff, and a’—Jenna checked the email again— ‘a Nikon D3200 DSLR camera and tripod.’

      ‘Oh shit.’

      Jenna tucked the phone back in her bag. ‘Now you see the problem. He’s asked if we could meet up as I’m not that far away.’

      ‘How does he know where you live? You didn’t put it in the letter, did you? Jenna, he could be god knows what sort of person! And you tell me I’m the one who’s away with the fairies!’

      ‘You sound like Jamie,’ Jenna laughed. ‘The thing is, Matt has already started to list things on eBay. And what do I say? Excuse me, can I keep that expensive-looking camera?’

      ‘What’s this about an expensive-looking camera?’ asked Kat, striding into the barn. Matt had once commented (in private) that Kat looked like the sort of person elderly people crossed the street to avoid. Rather unfairly, in Jenna’s opinion, as she knew Kat to be a very kind-hearted person who was fiercely loyal to all her causes, but she had to admit that her pale face, thickly arched eyebrows and short-cropped dark hair could be described as somewhat striking. Possibly stretching to startling. People occasionally tried to take advantage of Evie, but no one messed with Kat.

      Unlike Jenna’s light-coloured work shoes, Kat was wearing sturdy, black ankle boots and dark coloured throw-it-all-in-the-wash clothes. She would lay odds that neither of them owned anything that said dry clean only on the label.

      Evie quickly brought Kat up to speed with the details as she rinsed the medicated shampoo from Ginger Nut, expertly dried her off sopping wet fur with kitchen paper and then wrapped her in a clean towel and handed her to Kat.

      ‘So do you want to meet him?’ asked Kat as she continued towel-drying the guinea pig. ‘It isn’t as if you have any obligation to return anything. It sounds like he split up with this woman and left his stuff behind. More fool him. Maybe the poor woman was desperate to get away.’

      ‘It’ll just be for five minutes. Aren’t you even the least bit curious to know what happened?’

      ‘No!’ chorused Evie and Kat.

      The guinea pig let out a loud squeak of protest and burrowed deeper into the towel.

      ‘See, even Ginger Nut thinks it’s a bad idea,’ said Kat, offering the piggy a piece of cucumber in recompense. ‘Look, if you’re really set on doing this, pick somewhere like a tea shop with a busy afternoon trade. Keep your phone charged and switched on, and wear shoes you can run in.’

      ‘She can’t run in any shoes,’ replied Evie, stating the obvious.

      ‘Fine. Something she can slip off and bash him over the head with then.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Jenna opted not to tell Matt why she was suddenly filled with the urge to go shopping the following Saturday, but he didn’t object. On the contrary, he seemed delighted and assured her that he’d have plenty to do on his stock assessment.

      Following her chat with Evie, she’d sent a quick email arranging to meet Henry at two o’clock in The Cup and Saucer tea shop in Kings Hampton. It seemed safer than meeting in Haxford town centre where she could inadvertently bump into a friend or work colleague, and then have to explain what she was doing. She wasn’t even sure she could explain it to herself yet, but it pained her to think of throwing out someone’s personal items without at least notifying them. She would return the items, and then Isla could do with them as she pleased.

      The whole question of Henry’s items, including the thorny problem of an expensive camera, were as yet far from resolved. And as for this afternoon’s rendezvous, it was hopefully only going to take fifteen minutes. A cup of tea and a slice of cake, obtain address for Isla, ignore difficult questions about missing items, job done.

      With Kat’s advice still ringing in her ears, she made sure she was wearing a comfortable pair of trainers although she was sure that she wouldn’t need to remove them at any point. In fact, as she pointed the car towards Kings Hampton, it was beginning to feel more of an adventure and less like a foolhardy operation. This time last week she and Matt had returned from Swindon with a van load of boxes of someone else’s belongings. Now with any luck she might be able to stop feeling guilty about it, even though it was neither her responsibility nor her fault.

      Kings Hampton lay a few miles to the north-east of Haxford but following the post-war housing expansion, the two areas had almost grown together. However where Haxford had developed a commercial base, Kings Hampton still retained its residential appeal with an exclusive price tag to match. If Henry lived in Kings Hampton he was probably seriously well off anyway, so why was he bothered about a camera?

      Jenna found The Cup and Saucer without too much trouble and made a pretence at studying the notice in the window while she dithered for a few seconds outside. Pretend this is a business meeting, she decided. That felt much safer. She knocked up a quick agenda in her head:

      
        
        1. Meet and greet

        2. Ask how he knew Isla

        3. Ask whether he has any contact with her

      

      

      Out of habit, she almost added Any Other Business, but unlike the monthly department meetings she attended, which frequently felt like they went on longer than the Jurassic period, there would be no AOB on this occasion.

      She pushed open the door and stepped inside. The smell of freshly ground coffee and warm pastries filled the air and despite having had lunch, Jenna felt peckish again. The walls were painted in a duck-egg blue colour and filled with framed pictures of what looked like pre-war Haxford, which she pretended to study while looking around. She suddenly realised that she had no idea how to identify Henry. And as Denise had pointed out, it could easily be an older person’s name; there were several older couples already seated at smart looking limed oak tables. There was also a group of mums with young children, but no solitary males. Maybe he came with someone? Was her James Bond-esque imaginary male already here or not?

      ‘Can I help you?’ asked a polite voice.

      Jenna turned to see a woman wearing a pale blue apron.

      ‘I was looking for someone,’ she admitted sheepishly.

      The waitress pointed towards the back of the shop past the counter. ‘There’s more seating back there. I’ll be over in a jiff to take your order. Mind how you go.’

      Jenna refrained from pointing out she always minded where she went, and headed in the direction of the pointing finger as it seemed less conspicuous than hovering around. The back of the shop was painted in the same colour but in place of the framed prints, there were large murals of ornamental vines covering the walls, which made it feel like one was in the middle of a French orangery. Large picture windows on the back wall provided natural light.

      Jenna sat down at a table that enabled her to look through to the front of the shop. She was a few minutes early so from here she would get a good view of anyone arriving. To give herself something to do, she picked up her phone and pretended to flick through her emails, while surreptitiously looking around. Thankfully many of the tables were taken already and there was plenty of background chat, so she felt less self-conscious as she waited.

      There were at least two family groups, and in the corner there was a large table of women talking animatedly over each other. By the window, a young woman sat with headphones on typing intently onto a laptop. On a neighbouring table was a man, in his thirties she guessed, with what Evie called pop star hair: short at the sides and longer on top swept back from his face. He glanced up for a second and smiled at her.

      Jenna immediately stared down at her phone lying on the fake limed oak table as a warm rush of heat flooded her cheeks. He would probably think she was staring. She hated it when people did that to her. Could that be Henry? Should she go and ask? She’d feel silly if it wasn’t. She halted mid-fluster as a new email pinged onto the screen. It was from Henry. Probably cancelling, she thought with some relief. He’s realised this is a daft idea. Now she had an exit strategy with a clear conscience.

      
        
        Hello there! Is that you?

        

      

      Jenna turned her head the smallest amount so that the man with pop star hair was just about in her eye line.

      He grinned and gave her a small wave. ‘Hello,’ he mouthed and pointed at the seat opposite with a wide-eyed questioning look.

      Jenna slowly pushed her chair back and got to her feet as the waitress bustled over. ‘Have you changed your mind, love?’ she enquired politely.

      ‘Just moving seats,’ mumbled Jenna and scurried over to the vacant chair.

      ‘It’s okay,’ said Henry to the waitress in a reassuring voice. ‘Can we have a minute?’

      For reasons unknown, Jenna’s insides churned round faster than the cotton spin speed on her washing machine. ‘Um, sorry … yes … hello, I’m—’

      ‘Jenna would be my best guess,’ replied Henry with a grin. ‘You’ve obviously worked out who I am.’

      Well, that was agenda item one totally messed up. Why was it that discussing expense claims with company directors was no problem, but saying hello to a complete stranger in a tea shop was suddenly complicated? It’s a business meeting, she reminded herself.

      Jenna straightened her shoulders and made proper eye contact with her new acquaintance. He actually had a very attractive face and what her mum used to call smiling eyes. His swept back blonde hair emphasised a high forehead that gave him a youthful professor sort of appearance. Certainly nothing like the James Bond hero she
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