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      Sally Shepherd stared in astonishment as her Foxglove Street neighbour shared the big news.

      “Joanne Burnham has run off with her fancy man?” Sally asked. “Are you sure?”

      Olive Nimmo nodded. “Absolutely sure.”

      “I didn’t even know she had a fancy man.”

      “Well, no one did. From what I’ve heard, Joanne’s husband, George, didn’t suspect a thing. When he came home and found the note she’d left for him on the kitchen counter, he almost had a bad turn. She’s run off to the Costa del Sol with this man she’s been having an affair with, and has told George she won’t be back.”

      “Good grief. Poor George.”

      Sally gestured for Olive to take a seat on the living room sofa, then set down the plant pot and trowel she’d only just carried out into the front garden a minute ago. She’d been about to pot up a tray of pansies to add some early autumn colour around the doorstep when Olive spied her from the pavement and invited herself inside.

      The two women had become friends during the summer when Olive joined the book club Sally held in her sitting room every two weeks. Although Olive was in her seventies and almost twenty years her senior, Sally enjoyed the elderly woman’s company, as did the other women in the book club, and Olive had settled into the group easily.

      However, while their wine-fuelled get-togethers were a hotbed of chatter and laughter, Sally couldn’t remember Olive even once indulging in any busybody rumour-mongering.

      “How do you know all of this, Olive? You’re not usually one for gossip.”

      “Marie Tyler gave me the entire story, chapter and verse, when I dropped by the local history museum this afternoon,” Olive replied. “As you say, I’m not one for gossip, and under normal circumstances I’d never dream of sharing such unhappy news. However, with Joanne Burnham now AWOL, it leaves us all in something of a pickle as far as the museum’s autumn exhibition is concerned. Joanne was in charge of organising the event and now that she’s gone, everything is up in the air.”

      Sally frowned and thought about this, her gaze narrowing on the trim, white-haired woman perched on the edge of the sofa. Olive’s sharp eyes were bright and Sally began to wonder why her elderly neighbour was telling her any of this news in the first place.

      “The autumn exhibition is still two weeks away,” Sally said. “I’m sure Marie and Hilary will manage between them.”

      Marie Tyler and Hilary Barker were two of the longest serving volunteers at the Hamblehurst local history museum, which was located in the market square just off the high street. Both women were in their late sixties and retired and had plenty of time to pitch in and keep the autumn exhibition on track. Or at least, that’s what Sally thought until she saw Olive shaking her head.

      “Marie is scheduled to go in for a knee operation next week,” Olive said. “She won’t be able to do much while she’s recovering. And Hilary has a holiday booked, which takes her out of the equation for two weeks. Naturally, as an occasional volunteer there at the museum myself these days, I’ve offered to lend a hand, as have a few other kindly souls. However, we need someone to be in charge of this event, and so we were wondering…”

      When Olive trailed off, Sally realised at last where this conversation was headed.

      “You want me to take over organising the autumn exhibition?” Sally almost screeched.

      “Oh, would you?” Olive’s face lit up. “That would be wonderful!”

      “Hang on, you’re not getting away with pulling a fast one like that,” Sally laughed. “I enjoy lending a hand at the museum the same as you do, Olive, but I’m not up for organising the entire autumn exhibition. It’s far too much work and I’ve never done anything like that before.”

      Olive waved her hands in a calming gesture. “But you’re such a resourceful person, Sally. We all think you’re the perfect woman for this job.”

      “We? Who’s we?”

      “All the other museum volunteers, of course. When we all heard the news today about Joanne Burnham taking off with her fancy man and realised the trouble this left us in as far as the autumn exhibition is concerned, we agreed you were the best person to guide us through these troubled waters.”

      Sally laughed softly. “I appreciate the vote of confidence, but my plate is full enough as it is, Olive. Don’t forget that besides helping at the museum whenever I can, I also volunteer at the charity shop on the high street. And I’ve got my work to consider, too.”

      Sally worked as a social carer, visiting people in their homes to provide personal assistance with tasks they’d struggle with otherwise, from getting in and out of bed, to washing and dressing, to preparing meals and making hot drinks. Her shifts were long and because the company liked to squeeze every penny of profit it could from its clients, her working days were packed with far more visits than they should be. It wasn’t unusual for her shifts to run long, and that was before adding in the overtime she routinely worked to cover staff absences and unfilled vacancies.

      “Please just think it over,” Olive said, wringing her hands together. “If we don’t find someone willing to take charge of the exhibition, I’m afraid we’ll have to cancel it. And what a pity that would be after all the work that’s already gone into things.”

      Sally sighed. “I’d be just as upset as you if the local history museum couldn’t run the exhibition. But agreeing to take charge of the whole thing… I don’t know if I’m up to that, Olive.”

      “Of course you are up to it. You’d do a splendid job, too. My goodness, you are one of the most energetic and enthusiastic people I know!” Olive smiled and gave a sage nod. “That said, I entirely understand that this needs some serious thought before you commit. Why don’t you pop round to the local history museum and get the lay of the land as far as the exhibition status is concerned? You haven’t been round to the museum for a week or two, if memory serves me right, and things have progressed lately with a couple of the photograph displays and whatnot. Maybe there’s far less to be done than you realise.”

      Sally knew she was being outfoxed by the clever older lady, but saw no way to refuse her reasonable suggestion.

      “Fine,” Sally said with an amused sigh. “I’ll drop round to the museum the next chance I get and see how things look.”

      “Wonderful!” Olive beamed.

      “But I’m not promising anything, so don’t get your hopes up.”

      “Understood.”

      Sally gave Olive a thoughtful look. “You are a smart and organised woman, Olive. I don’t understand why you aren’t taking charge of this thing.”

      “Oh goodness me, no,” Olive said, shaking her head. “Taking charge of the autumn exhibition is a step too far for me these days, I’m afraid. I’m just an old lady.”

      “Just an old lady my backside,” Sally said, amused. “You used to run the GP surgery, Olive. If you wanted to, I bet you could whip this autumn exhibition into shape in two seconds flat.”

      “You overestimate me, dear. I’ll gladly assist you or anyone else who takes charge of this event. But as for being in charge myself? No, I doubt I’d manage it and I’d hate to bite off more than I can chew and risk causing disappointment.” Olive smiled and rose from the sofa. “Just promise me you’ll give this some thought, Sally. I know you’d do a terrific job if you took on this task.”

      “Of course I’ll give it some thought.”

      “Good.” Olive nodded and turned for the door. “I’d better go. I was on my way to visit Walter before I popped in to speak to you. He’s made a roast chicken and will be grumbling to himself because I’m not already over there eating it with him.”

      Sally walked Olive to the front door. “You and Walter are certainly getting on well these days.”

      “Oh, we’re just friends, as well you know, so you can stop waggling your eyebrows at me, Sally Shepherd.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with a little romance in life, Olive.”

      “Indeed there isn’t. Nor there is anything wrong with just being friends.”

      Laughing at Olive’s scandalised expression, Sally waved the older lady off and went back inside to fetch the plant pot and trowel she’d forgotten in the living room, her mind busy with the request Olive had made.

      Sally loved contributing to her local community around Hamblehurst, and enjoyed doing more than her fair share of volunteering work, especially at the charity shop on the high street, but she’d have to think carefully before making a decision about this unexpected role Olive Nimmo suggested she should take on. If there was one thing Sally knew about the little Hampshire town in which she’d lived for her entire life it was that getting involved in local activities often led to far more than you signed up for.

      She had a busy enough life already and wasn’t sure there was room to squeeze in organising the history museum’s autumn exhibition, too. Between work, her voluntary activities, and her social life, her days were already packed.

      If she took on this role, it would also mean less free time to spend with her lovely daughter, Jess, who she saw too little of as it was at the moment. Although Jess only lived a twenty-minute walk away on the other side of Hamblehurst, Jess’s life was non-stop these days thanks to her job and part-time college course and the sweet new relationship she’d recently begun. Throwing another commitment into the mix might make it even harder for them to catch up and spend time together, the way they used to.

      Sally grabbed the plant pot and trowel and turned again for the front door. While potting up her new autumn pansies, she’d mull things over. Dropping by the local history museum to get the lay of the land wouldn’t hurt, either, and perhaps Olive Nimmo was right when she said things were further along with the organisation anyway.

      Still, as Sally tipped the pretty orange pansies out of their trays and got to work, she had a sneaking suspicion she’d end up agreeing to help get the museum’s autumn exhibition over the finish line. She had a soft spot for the daft museum and the eccentric folk who chipped in to help run it, and would hate to think of the exhibition being cancelled just because she didn’t want to get involved, not after the work that had already gone into the event.

      Which was probably why that clever fox Olive Nimmo had asked for her help in the first place. The canny old woman had known Sally would agree to help before she’d even asked.

      Shaking her head in amusement and resignation, Sally patted the lovely pansies into their new pots and thought about the quirky museum and the madcap work she was probably about to find herself in the middle of.

      Perhaps it’ll be fun, she mused. And who could say no to inviting a little fun into their life?
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      Sally potted the last of the autumn pansies and stepped back to look at her work. The mix of orange and yellow flowers looked bright and cheerful in their blue glazed pots beside the front doorstep, and the tufts of feathery grass and trailing ivy added texture and interest to the arrangement.

      September was a time of change in the garden, with the last of the summer blooms wilted and leaving things looking a little ragged around the edges, and Sally liked sprucing up the front garden to keep it smart and attractive. Pleased with her autumn pansy choice and the pop of colour it brought to her front door, she made a mental note to drop by the garden centre again the next time she was passing and pick up another tray or two of the sweet flowers to dig into the empty patch bordering the lawn.

      “Oh, good, you’re here! We weren’t sure if you’d be at home or not, Sally.”

      Sally turned from the front step to see Trevor and Lorna, her ex-husband and his wife, walking along Foxglove Street and opening her front gate.

      “Hello there. What brings you two here?” Sally smiled.

      “I cooked a chicken stew yesterday, and we thought you might like some,” Trevor said, holding up the plastic box in his hands.

      “What a lovely treat.” Sally took the box and peered through the lid at the chunky stew and thick gravy. Her ex-husband was a passionate home cook and Sally was always happy to enjoy the delicious leftovers Trevor generously sent her way. “This will save me wondering what to make for dinner tonight.”

      “And I brought you these for the charity shop,” Lorna said, passing her a carrier bag. “I had a wardrobe clear-out last week and thought the shop could sell a few things I don’t want anymore. It’s all in good condition.”

      “Super.” Juggling the food box, Sally glanced inside the carrier bag. “Oh, this is a nice blouse, Lorna. Are you sure you don’t want it?”

      “Positive. It’s too small for me and I should never have bought it in the first place. If you want it, you’re welcome to it. You’re far more slender than I am, so it might be perfect for you.”

      “I’ll see if it fits. If it does, I’ll pop a few pounds into the till at the charity shop to cover it.”

      “Lovely,” Lorna said, obviously pleased. “Well, aren’t you going to invite us in?”

      “Of course. I was just about to put the kettle on after potting up these pansies. Do you want a cuppa?”

      “Go on then, why not?” Lorna said.

      “Brilliant job on those pansies, Sally,” Trevor said, inspecting the pots at the doorstep.

      “Thanks, Trevor. Hopefully the flowers will keep blooming throughout the autumn. Once the leaves start turning, I thought the orange and yellows of the flowers would be the perfect match for the acers.”

      “The pots will look terrific right through to Christmas,” Trevor said, still admiring her handiwork. “Well done.”

      Sally waved Trevor and Lorna into the house and took off her gardening gloves. The pair made themselves comfortable in the sitting room while she went to wash her hands and fill the kettle.

      Since their divorce over twelve years ago, Sally and Trevor had maintained a good relationship for the benefit of their daughter Jess. Although they’d fallen out of love with one another a long time ago, Sally cherished the friendship they’d built in the years since their separation. Trevor Shepherd was a good man and an excellent father, and had made a wonderful match with his second wife, Lorna.

      If someone had told Sally she’d be on better terms with her ex-husband after their divorce than before it, she wouldn’t have believed them, and if they’d told her she’d become good friends with her ex-husband’s new wife, she would’ve dismissed the idea out of hand. But life had a funny way of surprising you, Sally had learned over the course of her almost fifty-five years, and she was glad to have Trevor and Lorna popping in and out of her life.

      Or at least she was glad of it most of the time. When she returned to the sitting room after washing her hands and putting Trevor’s chicken stew into the fridge, she found the two of them whispering to one another on the sofa and looking as thick as thieves. Wondering what they were hatching between them, she cleared her throat.

      “What are you two whispering about?” she asked.

      Lorna and Trevor exchanged a glance.

      “We wanted to ask you something,” Lorna said.

      “Lorna wants to ask you something,” Trevor corrected, shooting his wife a look. “It’s got nothing to do with me.”

      “Well, spit it out then,” Sally said, automatically on guard. Lorna had form for being a meddler.

      Lorna turned to Sally and offered her an overly bright smile that did nothing to ease Sally’s suspicions about what might be coming next.

      “Remember my friend Wilfred Carson?” Lorna asked.

      “I can’t say I do,” Sally said.

      “We used to work together at Emerson Halpern,” Lorna said, referring to the legal firm where she worked as an office administrator. “Wilfred was the office manager until he retired earlier this year, but we still keep in touch. He’s a very nice man.”

      “Uh-huh,” Sally said.

      “Wilfred’s single, you see, and happened to mention he was having trouble finding nice women to go out with.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “And so I thought perhaps you might like to go out with him, Sally.”

      “Did you?”

      Her bemused tone caused Lorna to scowl. “Yes, I did. He’s a lovely man, Sally, and you’re a lovely woman, and it’s a crying shame you don’t already have someone in your life.”

      “I have plenty of people in my life.”

      “I’m not talking about friends and family,” Lorna said, exasperated. “I’m talking about romance! I’m talking about excitement! I’m talking about love!”

      “Oh, jeez,” Trevor said and rolled his eyes.

      Sally couldn’t help but laugh. “Lorna, I appreciate you thinking of me, but I’m not interested in getting involved with men or dating or any of that silly nonsense.”

      “That’s a terrible attitude to take,” Lorna scowled. “Why on earth wouldn’t you be interested in finding someone who could make you happy?”

      “I’m pretty happy as I am.”

      “You know what I mean! You could be even more happy. Doesn’t everyone want a special someone in their life?”

      “Lorna, I’ve done my fair share of dating and trying out relationships during these past ten years. I haven’t met anyone I’m interested in spending time with long term. And I’ve got enough on my plate right now without adding a new fella into the mix.”

      “I don’t understand,” Lorna said, her expression baffled. “Didn’t you set up one of your friends from the charity shop with some bloke you know, and the two of them got on like a house on fire?”

      Sally nodded. “Yes, that’s true. But they wanted to get together. I just helped speed things up a little.”

      Sally thought back to the little piece of matchmaking she’d done earlier in the summer, when she’d paired off two of her friends, Larry and Gloria, who were now having a wonderful time together. After initially fearing Larry had a thing for her and which would have spoiled their friendship, Sally had been relieved to discover his interest was instead in Gloria, one of her co-workers at the charity shop on the high street. Larry had asked Sally to gauge Gloria’s interest in him, not wanting to dive in head-first and risk embarrassment. With Sally’s help, Larry and Gloria discovered they were both on the same page and a lovely romance had since blossomed between the pair.

      Sally was as pleased as punch for her two friends and delighted to know she’d helped bring them together. But that didn’t mean she wanted or needed romance in her own life.

      “Well, I think it’s a mistake to rule out the opportunity to get involved with someone,” Lorna said.

      Sally shrugged. “I’m quite content as I am, Lorna. I don’t know what else to tell you.”

      “Hmm. But maybe if you spent time with someone lovely, you might actually enjoy it? Maybe you just need a push in the right direction?”

      Sally’s gaze flicked to Trevor, who was shaking his head and giving his wife a sidelong look. Lorna ignored him, refusing to meet his eyes.

      “What have you done, Lorna?” Sally said, amusement now turning into alarm.

      Over on the sofa, Lorna folded her arms and tilted her chin. “I felt sure you’d enjoy meeting Wilfred and so… I’ve already told him you’ll have dinner with him.”

      “What?” Sally shrieked.

      “I told you she wouldn’t like this, Lorna,” Trevor said. “But you wouldn’t listen.”

      “She ought to get out there and have some fun!” Lorna snapped, waving a hand in Sally’s direction. “She’s a smart, beautiful, self-reliant woman in her prime! She doesn’t need a man, but she might just enjoy being with one just the same!”

      “Good grief,” Trevor said, throwing Sally an apologetic look before grabbing the newspaper from the coffee table and settling back into the cushions. “I’m having nothing more to do with this.”

      Lorna ignored him and turned her attention to Sally. “Wilfred’s a nice man, Sally. And it’s just dinner. It’s not like I’ve promised your hand in marriage, for God’s sake.”

      “If I wanted to go out with a man, I’d find one myself!”

      “Of course you would, but that doesn’t mean you should resist a helpful nudge from a friend who’s only got your best interests at heart. Look, why not just meet Wilfred, enjoy a meal with him, and see how it goes? It’s one evening. Just meet the man and give him a chance. Who knows what might happen?”

      Lorna’s pleading expression was hard to resist. The woman meant well, even if she was a nuisance, and Sally conceded all she had to lose were a few hours of her time. Naturally gregarious and out-going, she never shied away from the opportunity to make new friends, but the blind date set-up still made her nervous.

      She had no interest in getting involved with dating or relationships. She truly enjoyed her life just as it was. Although she’d done her fair share of dating after her divorce, and there had been a couple of relationships that had lasted more than a few months, none of the men she’d met had done much to spark her interest. Over time, she hadn’t so much given up on romance as decided it wasn’t worth the trouble.

      If she went on the blind date with this Wilfred person, he’d have expectations, thanks to Lorna’s meddling. He’d assume Sally was as interested in the prospect of romance as he was.

      “Look,” Lorna said. “It’s just dinner. No more, no less. If you don’t like him, you don’t have to see him again. Give Wilfred a chance, Sally. He’s such a nice man.”

      Lorna’s doleful expression as she championed her friend tipped Sally over the edge, and she let out a resigned sigh.

      “Fine. I’ll have dinner with him.”

      “Wonderful!” Lorna whooped. “He’s so thrilled and I know he already has somewhere in mind to treat you.”

      “No, tell him I insist we split the bill,” Sally said. “I don’t want this man thinking that if he buys me dinner and a few glasses of wine, it means he’s entitled to invite himself over to spend the night afterwards.”

      “Jeez,” Trevor grunted and rustled his newspaper.

      “He won’t think that,” Lorna said. “He’s a gentleman.”

      “We split the bill or I’m not going,” Sally said.

      Back when she’d still gone out for the occasional dinner date, there had been one or two unsavoury occasions when the man she was with thought that swiping his credit card in a restaurant meant he deserved to see in the inside of Sally’s bedroom. While Sally had quickly set things straight, she could’ve done without the childish sulking that had followed. As she didn’t even want to go on this blind date in the first place, it made sense to lay the ground rules in advance.

      “Fine,” Lorna huffed. “I’ll tell him you want to pay for your share. But he’s a proper old-fashioned gentleman, Sally, and he won’t like it!”

      “Well, if he doesn’t like it, he should feel free to cancel the whole thing.”

      Lorna pouted. “Of course he won’t cancel. He’s looking forward to meeting you. I happen to think you’ll enjoy each other’s company.”

      “Well, we’ll see, won’t we?” Sally rose from the armchair. “Once I’ve made the tea, you’d better tell me more about him, so I know what I’m in for.”

      Sally left Lorna and Trevor in the living room. No doubt while she was brewing tea, Lorna would be plumping the sofa cushions and tidying the magazines on the coffee table and adjusting the photo frames on the mantlepiece so they were all perfectly aligned. The woman was a neat freak who kept her house looking like a show-home, which made it all the more mysterious how she’d ended up married to Trevor, who had driven Sally to distraction with his endless mess and untidiness when they’d been married.

      The two of them rounded each other out, Sally mused as she filled the teapot. They were a good match. It pleased her to know Trevor had found happiness after their divorce. She only wondered at Lorna’s sudden interest in setting her up on a blind date and hoped this wasn’t the start of a campaign to pair her off.

      Sally didn’t want to be paired off and if that was Lorna’s goal, then she’d have to stop the woman in her tracks.

      Hopefully dinner with this Wilfred man would be the beginning and the end of it. Perhaps Lorna was right that they might even hit it off and have a fabulous time together. Sally was open to the possibility, even if she doubted there was much chance of it actually happening.

      She’d been there, done it, and bought the t-shirt, and now she was perfectly happy in her own company, thanks very much.

      As she set mugs and a milk jug on a tray, it occurred to her that this was twice in one day she’d been subjected to other people volunteering her for things. First, Olive had volunteered her to run the local history museum’s autumn exhibition, and now Lorna was volunteering her for a blind date.

      The autumn chill in the air must have prompted a rash of meddling from the busybodies in her life, Sally thought with a bemused smile. She only hoped these things didn’t happen in threes.
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      “Thanks for the tea, Sally,” Lorna said fifteen minutes later as she rose from the sofa. “We’d better make a move, Trevor, if we want to be there on time for the pub quiz.”

      “Since when did you two do pub quizzes?” Sally asked, amused by the idea.

      “Lorna dragged me along to the Sunday quiz night at the Royal Oak last month,” Trevor said, setting his empty mug on the coffee table. “It turned out to be fun and we decided to make it a regular thing.”

      “We’re not too scruffy answering the quiz questions, either,” Lorna grinned. “Although once I’m on my second glass of wine, I’m a bit slow coming up with the answers to the questions.”

      Sally laughed. “Well, have fun.”

      “Do you want to come with us?” Lorna asked. “We get there early and enjoy a pub meal before the quiz starts and you’re welcome to join us.”

      “Thanks, but I’ve got things to do around here and I’m on the early shift tomorrow at work, so I’ll give it a miss.” Sally’s morning shifts began at six-thirty. “Maybe some other time.”

      “I’ll pass your number along to Wilfred,” Lorna said. “Don’t forget to let me know once you’ve set something up for dinner.”

      “I won’t.”

      At the front door, Lorna hugged her goodbye and Trevor gave her a sympathetic eye-roll.

      “Sorry Lorna sprang this Wilfred thing on you,” Trevor whispered in her ear as he, too, hugged her.

      “It’s fine. Like Lorna said, it’s just a spot of dinner, nothing more, nothing less.”

      After Trevor and Lorna left, Sally cleared up her gardening tools from the front of the house and tidied everything into the shed while pondering the imminent blind date with Wilfred Carson.

      Aged sixty-one and a resident of Oxley Grange, a small village a few miles from Hamblehurst, Wilfred Carson sounded like a pleasant enough man, judging from what Lorna had said about him. Divorced for three years and having taken early retirement, he spent his time painting watercolours, walking and hiking, and managing a small portfolio of holiday rental properties he’d invested in and retained after separating from his wife.

      Lorna had shown Sally a photograph of the man on her phone, taken at his retirement party. He looked all right, which was about as much as Sally could say about him. Salt-and-pepper hair that was thinning on top, maybe a bit jowly around the chin, and with a smile that was strangely awkward looking, Sally had been singularly unmoved by his appearance. He was a man who was succumbing to late middle-age and not doing much to fend off the encroaching years.

      After seeing his photograph, Sally felt more sure than ever that this would be a one-date affair. Although she’d never judge anyone by their looks, and felt sure that Wilfred Carson would turn out to be the very nice man Lorna insisted he was, she’d experienced no flicker of attraction when looking at the photograph.

      Returning to the house after locking the garden shed, Sally reminded herself that Wilfred might feel the same way about her once they met. She wasn’t exactly defying the years, either.

      As she passed the mirror in the hallway, she glimpsed her reflection and saw a smear of flower compost on her cheek. Rubbing at the dirty mark, she peered more closely at her reflection.

      Every time she looked in a mirror these days, she found a new fine line or wrinkle somewhere on her face. Prodding a finger at her forehead, she wondered if she ought to invest in a pricier moisturiser. As her gaze scoured her face in the mirror, she glanced at the grey hair in her roots and realised she was overdue a visit to the salon for a spot of re-blonding. Before her blind date with Wilfred, she’d arrange an appointment with her stylist in order to make an effort and thwart the creeping grey.

      Throughout her forties, she’d congratulated herself on winning the war against ageing, and was grateful for the good genes she’d inherited from her mother, who’d always looked twenty years younger than she actually was right until the day she passed away.

      But then, overnight, Sally’s body had rebelled against her.

      For three long years, she’d battled through the menopause and endured hot flushes and sleepless nights that had all but driven her mad until they’d disappeared altogether when she turned fifty-two. Grateful for the relief, Sally hadn’t looked back and these days she mostly felt like a new woman, freed from the chains of The Change. She enjoyed her job, even if it was hectic. She enjoyed good friends and a busy social life.

      But sometimes, when she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror, as she had just now, she was stunned to discover the late middle-age woman looking back at her. In just a few months, she’d celebrate her fifty-fifth birthday. How could that be? Was she really almost fifty-five years old? When she thought about the number, it took her breath away.

      Where had the time gone? And why did its passage seem to speeding up, especially where the lines on her face and the grey in her hair were concerned?

      So, if Wilfred Carson didn’t exactly get her heart racing, then there was every chance she wouldn’t get his heart racing, either. Perhaps that was just as well, she decided, considering she didn’t really want to go on this date in the first place.

      After finishing a few chores around the house and ironing her uniform tunic for work the next day, Sally reheated Trevor’s chicken stew in the microwave, poured herself a glass of wine, and settled down in front of the television to enjoy what remained of her Sunday evening.

      A cosy night in was just the ticket now that autumn was coming. If she found herself dragged into the thick of things with the history museum autumn exhibition, free time might be hard to come by, so she ought to enjoy it while it lasted.

      As she flicked between programmes on the television, Sally thought about the blind date she’d agreed to. The prospect of dinner with Wilfred Carson didn’t fill her with much excitement, but then again, she couldn’t actually remember the last time any man had filled her excitement.

      Feeling unexpectedly sad at this thought, she dug into Trevor’s chicken stew and drank her wine and pushed the imminent blind date out of her head.
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      “We might need to replace this front door, Nick.”

      Nick Maxwell glanced up from his folder of paperwork and peered at the door his right-hand man, Ed Rankin, was swinging back and forth on its hinges. The wooden door at the front of number eighteen Foxglove Street creaked and groaned and took a mighty shove to force it closed when the weather was damp, but despite its poor condition, Nick was reluctant to get rid of the beautiful period feature.

      “Replacing the door is a last resort,” Nick replied. “Talk to the joiner and see what he can do with it. If he can’t fix it, I’ll mend it myself.”

      “Okay, boss. What about the hallway flooring? Are we getting rid of it?”

      Nick glanced at the stripped wooden floor, dull with age and lack of care and crying out for just a little attention. “We’d be crazy to get rid of the floor. It’s solid and it’ll be a big selling point when we put this place back on the market. We’ll lift the boards, fill the gaps, lay the boards again, and then give it a proper sanding and finish.”

      Ed grunted, rubbing at his wiry grey beard. “That’s a lot of work and expense, boss. You don’t want to go with a new laminate? It’s the easy option.”

      “Since when did we ever go with the easy option, Ed?”

      Ed grinned and nodded. “I’ll rework the time estimates to accommodate the work.”

      “Thanks.”

      While Ed wandered off, jotting something in his heavy-duty notebook, Nick stepped outside the house into the front garden and surveyed the property, a satisfied smile curving his lips.

      The house on Foxglove Street was solid, charming and had plenty of curb appeal, and Nick was glad he’d got his hands on it.

      He might have paid a little more than he ought to, but if Nick had learned anything in the twenty years he’d spent running his own property development business, it was that sometimes you had to take risks and hope they paid off. Everything in his gut told him the risk he’d taken when he’d upped his offer on the small detached house nestled in a curve on Foxglove Street was one worth taking.

      Three weeks into the renovations, Nick saw the sparkle already returning to the property and knew the risk was paying off in spades. His team of employees and contractors had already ripped out the ancient kitchen and knocked through an adjoining wall to expand the space for the new kitchen arriving next week. They’d removed the ancient bathroom suite that had probably gone in and out of fashion too many times to count since it was first installed, and would soon fit a fresh new suite complete with rolltop bath and waterfall shower. The electrical rewiring was on track, the dodgy plumbing was being replaced, and leaky gutters and damaged roof tiles had been swapped for new. The landscapers were booked to start in a few weeks to clear the overgrown garden and replace the cracked driveway.

      Assuming there were no surprises, Nick would make a healthy profit from the sale once the renovations were complete. Healthy profits made Nick happy, but so too did restoring a house to its full glory.

      Although Nick had lived in Hamblehurst for thirty years—almost half his life, he realised with a surprised jolt—this was the first time he’d got his hands on a project on Foxglove Street. A street filled with proud homeowners who took care of their houses, the properties that came to market rarely offered the profit potential that Nick required in order to make a purchase and renovation worthwhile.

      During the summer, Nick had viewed an enormous Victorian house that had come to the market when the owner, a woman in her eighties, decided to sell up to move to the seaside. He’d hoped there might be a renovation opportunity, even if the listing photographs had suggested otherwise, but the woman had kept the house in good order and he’d left disappointed but not surprised.

      When the estate agent had called the next day about another property she was about to list and which might better fit his requirements, he’d booked himself into the first available viewing slot. The house was much smaller, but with three good bedrooms it would be perfect for families once a reconfiguration of the downstairs living space was incorporated. The previous owner, an elderly gentleman in his late eighties, had at last surrendered to his daughter’s pleadings that he move in with her so she could look after him properly and stop worrying about him rattling around inside the dated old house by himself.

      After fending off a clutch of other interested buyers, Nick had secured the sale and got to work. In the weeks since starting the renovation, he’d become far more involved in the project than was usual, which was why he was here on a Sunday evening catching up with his project manager, Ed, reviewing the schedule and job list, and inspecting the work already done.

      The handsome house on Foxglove Street had charmed him, its character and style catching his heart. He didn’t really need to be here right now, but couldn’t seem to stop himself from dropping by.

      Ed walked back out of the house just as Nick’s phone buzzed. While Ed locked up, Nick read the message that had arrived.

      I’m on my way! See you there in ten minutes.

      Grinning, Nick pocketed the phone, said goodbye to Ed, and set off along Foxglove Street. Before the house disappeared from view behind the overgrown shrubbery, he couldn’t resist looking back one more time.

      It was a good house, and Nick couldn’t wait to turn into the great house it deserved to become.
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      Ten minutes later, Nick slid onto a bar stool at the Royal Oak pub and waved to catch the barmaid’s attention.

      “Usual, Nick?” the young woman asked.

      “Thanks, and give me a glass of white wine, too.”

      The barmaid’s eyebrows waggled. “Meeting someone tonight for a hot date?”

      “Hardly,” he laughed. “My daughter’s joining me.”

      The barmaid served the drinks just as Beth arrived at the pub. Nick watched his daughter scan the busy lounge before making her way towards him and felt a punch of love inside his chest. Since the day she was born thirty years ago, Beth had stolen his heart. Now a grown woman with a busy life of her own, it filled him with happiness, as well as astonishment, to know she was still keen to make time for her crusty old father.

      “Hi, Dad,” Beth said, leaning in to kiss his cheek before taking the stool next to his. “How are you?”

      “I’m great. It’s nice to see you.”

      “You too, Dad. Good, you already ordered wine for me.”

      Smiling as he watched Beth settle on the stool and pick up her wine glass, Nick raised his pint glass to his mouth.

      “Hang on, we need to make a toast,” Beth said, her hand on his arm to stop him from taking a drink.

      “No, we don’t,” Nick said.

      Beth rolled her eyes. “Dad, it’s your birthday tomorrow. I want to make a toast.” She raised her wine glass and smiled. “Happy birthday, Dad. I hope you have a great day and a great year.”

      “Thanks, Beth,” Nick said, clinking his glass to Beth’s before drinking his ice-cold lager.

      “I’m sorry we’ve had to do this today instead of tomorrow, but with the new term just starting, it’s hectic at work.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Your work comes first.”

      Beth was a primary school teacher and was always busy on weekday evenings with lesson preparation and marking, not to mention the extra-curricular activities she ran for the pupils, parent-teaching meetings, staff training, and countless other things. Quite how she managed her workload was a complete mystery to Nick. Although he worked hard running his property development company, his workload was nothing compared to what Beth was expected to do.

      “Anyway,” Nick added, “when you reach the ripe old age of fifty-nine, you don’t want to think much about your birthday.”

      “Which is exactly why I invited you out tonight for a drink,” Beth said. “Honestly, Dad, I don’t understand why you won’t let me organise something.”

      “You did organise something. We’re here having this drink together, aren’t we?”

      Beth gave him another eye-roll. “I mean something proper, like a birthday party or even just a nice birthday dinner. We could’ve invited Uncle Barry and Aunt Meg and the cousins, and some of your friends from work, and we’d all have had a great time.”

      “I see enough of people from work when I’m at work, and I just saw your Uncle Barry last weekend.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t see him again. Are you sure you don’t want me to book a nice last minute restaurant meal somewhere?”

      Nick waved a hand. “I’m sure. Having a drink with you is all the birthday celebration I need.”

      She seemed ready to debate the point further, but must have realised there was no use. Nick wasn’t interested in having parties and get-togethers just to mark yet another birthday whizzing past. A quiet drink with his daughter was more than enough to celebrate the occasion.

      “We ought to do something big for your sixtieth next year,” Beth said. “What? What’s with the face?”

      “I’m still getting my head around turning fifty-nine,” Nick shuddered. “Let’s not start talking about sixty just yet.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t realise it was troubling you.”

      “It’s not, it’s just…” Nick shrugged and laughed. “It creeps up on you, that’s all. One minute you’re a young man with your whole life ahead of you, and the next minute you’re an old fart wondering where the time went.”

      “You’re not an old fart, Dad, for God’s sake. The last I heard, fifty-nine was the new twenty-one.”

      Nick chuckled at that. “If you say so. Anyway, let’s stop talking about how ancient I am.” He nodded to the carrier bag Beth had sat on the bar when she’d arrived. “Is my birthday present in there?”

      “Yes!” Her face lit up as she pulled a large wrapped box from inside the bag and passed it to him. “Many happy returns.”

      “Thanks, sweetheart.”

      Nick pulled the blue ribbon from the gift and peeled back the wrapping paper to reveal a silver box with a lid. Removing the lid, he peered inside and let out a gasp when he saw a brand new shirt and tie alongside his favourite brand of aftershave.

      “Beth, this is too much,” Nick said, taking the items from the box in astonishment. “How much did this lot set you back?”

      “What kind of question is that?” Beth frowned before pointing into the box. “There’s something else in there, too.”

      Still stunned at the expense of the items Beth had purchased, considering the disgraceful salary she was expected to live on as a teacher, Nick reached into the box and found an envelope tucked in beside the box of aftershave. Opening it, he gaped at the one-hundred pound restaurant gift card inside.

      “Beth!” Nick gasped. “What on earth are you thinking? This lot has cost you a fortune!”

      “It doesn’t matter how much it cost,” Beth said with an airy wave. “What matters is giving you something I think you’ll like.”

      “Well, of course I like it. It’s very thoughtful of you, but this is an awful lot.”

      Nick hated the idea of his daughter spending so much money on his birthday present. While he always spoiled her at birthdays and at Christmas, he could afford to do it. His business did well, very well in fact, and he’d spend even more on Beth if he thought she’d let him. Beth usually gave him a bottle of wine or a new book for his birthday, something he’d enjoy but which was affordable for a young teacher on a tight budget.

      Glancing at the items inside the silver box, Nick reckoned there had to be at least two hundred pounds worth of gifts. Any one of the items alone would have been more than enough.

      Nick looked again at the gift card, which was for a small Italian restaurant in Hamblehurst, over on Honeysuckle Lane near the bottom of the high street. He’d never visited the restaurant before but had heard good things about it. The gift card was a curious choice for a present, and he wondered why Beth had chosen it.

      “Since you’ve been far too generous with these presents, Beth, you should come along with me to the restaurant and help me spend this gift card,” he said.

      “Actually, I have another idea for how you should spent that restaurant voucher.”

      “Oh?” Nick noticed the blush at Beth’s cheeks and the uncertain look in her eyes as she sipped her wine.

      “I um, I… well, see the thing is…”

      When Beth said nothing more, Nick frowned, wondering what was going on.

      “Beth?” he prompted.

      “Okay, here’s the thing.” She gave him a bright smile. “The whole point of giving you these presents is so you can put on a smart new shirt and tie, splash on some aftershave, and go out on a dinner date with a lovely lady I know, and who I happen to think you’ll have a wonderful time with.”

      Nick paused with his pint glass halfway to his lips. “What?”

      Beth waved her hands in a placating gesture. “The deputy headteacher at my school, Jennifer Roberts, is a lovely woman, recently divorced, and interested in getting back out there again and doing a bit of dating. I think you’d really like her, Dad.”

      Nick shook his head. “Forget it. I’m not interested.”

      “But, Dad—”

      “I said I’m not interested, Beth.”

      She frowned. “Why on earth not?”

      “You know why not.”

      This wasn’t the first time they’d had this discussion. After Nick’s second divorce, he’d decided he’d had his fill of women and relationships. It was more trouble than it was worth, and he should know. In the space of ten years he’d been divorced twice, and also had a third wedding cancelled a week before the big day, and that was before he included the half a dozen short-lived relationships that had interspersed these disasters before they, too, had fizzled out.

      Beth might want him to get out there and start dating again for some unfathomable reason, but Nick wouldn’t care if he never got involved with another woman ever again.

      His second divorce two years ago had been the final straw. He shuddered anytime he thought about the arguments, the recriminations, the upset, not to mention the slippery lawyers and the eye-watering financial cost involved in ending a marriage. The ordeal had left Nick shattered, and he’d already been shattered by the first divorce, not to mention the cancelled wedding that followed less than eighteen months later.

      Nick was a man who believed in learning from life’s experiences, even if that learning came a little late in the day. After his extensive education at the university of ill-advised relationships, Nick was ready to accept that the degree he’d earned wasn’t worth the paper it was written on. He’d sworn off women after divorce number two and had no intention of unpicking that decision now.

      “Beth, I’ve got two divorces and a cancelled wedding under my belt,” he said. “I already told you I’m not interested in getting involved with anyone again.”

      “But that doesn’t mean you can’t go on a date and have dinner with someone and just enjoy their company with no strings attached,” Beth said.

      “I don’t want to date anyone, Beth. When it comes to women, I obviously haven’t a clue what I’m doing.”

      Beth’s expression shifted and her gaze softened. “You knew what you were doing when you married Mum.”

      Her words hit him hard, just like she knew they would.

      “Your mum was one in a million, Beth. Lightening doesn’t strike twice.”

      Sipping his lager, Nick felt his daughter’s stare drilling into him. Beth had her mother’s same stubbornness and determination. Sometimes when he thought about how much she took after Amanda, it made him ache inside even as it filled him with pride and happiness.

      “Mum wouldn’t want you to be alone,” Beth said, her voice soft.

      Nick said nothing. He wished Beth hadn’t brought up any of this. He just wanted to have a nice drink with his daughter, not start digging into the disasters of his romantic misadventures.

      Around them the pub was growing busier and noisier, the tables filling up in readiness for the pub quiz that would soon start. Nick glanced around at people gathering in groups and placing drink orders at the bar, glad to have the distraction while he tried to think of something else they could talk about.

      “Let’s just enjoy a quiet drink, Beth,” Nick said. “It looks like the pub quiz is starting soon. Maybe we should take part?”

      But Beth wasn’t about to be put off. “Look, I know you’ve heard me say all this before, but I’m saying it again now because I love you and it’s your birthday and I want you to be happy. You sacrificed everything to look after me when Mum died—”

      “I didn’t sacrifice anything. You’re my daughter. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you and I’d never think of anything I did for you as any kind of sacrifice.”

      His words seemed to touch her and she gave a sad smile. “That, right there, is exactly why you’re the most amazing man I know, Dad. And it’s why you deserve someone wonderful in your life.”

      “I have someone wonderful in my life already.” He smiled and winked, making her laugh.

      “All I’m saying is, after Mum died you devoted yourself to looking after me—”

      “That’s what I was supposed to do.”

      “—and you didn’t even think about seeing anyone until I went off to university. And then you had some bad luck, I’ll give you that.”

      Nick grunted out a laugh. “Understatement of the year.”

      “I’m not trying to pair you off with someone, Dad. I completely understand why you might never want to get married again, or even have a serious relationship again. But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t enjoy spending time with women and having some fun. You deserve that much, at least.” Dipping her head, she gave him one of her dazzling smiles and it blew through his heart and left it wide open. “Do this for me, Dad. Please?”

      Nick sighed and sipped his lager. Beth knew how to handle him, just like her mother had. He wondered if he’d known he was beaten right from the start of this discussion but just hadn’t wanted to admit it to himself.

      “What’s this teacher’s name?” he asked on another sigh.

      Beth grinned. “Jennifer Roberts. She’s fifty-eight, divorced two years, smart, funny, loves yoga and reading, looks after herself…”

      “All right, you don’t have to subject me to the hard sell. If it’ll shut you up about this, I’ll have dinner with her.”

      “Yay!”

      “But that’s all, Beth. I’m agreeing to dinner and nothing more. If this Jennifer Roberts is looking for something serious, then I’d hate to disappoint her.”

      “She isn’t. She’s a fun lady who likes to get out and enjoy herself. She’s dated on and off ever since I started teaching at the school and told me she isn’t interested in anything serious. She likes spending time with sensible men who make for interesting company, which is why I thought you’d enjoy getting together.”

      “Fine. Just so long as there are no misunderstandings.”

      “There won’t be.” Beth smiled and slapped her hands together. “I think you’ll like her, Dad. She’s a really lovely woman.”

      “I’m giving you the money to cover the cost of that restaurant gift card.”

      “Don’t you dare, and if you try to slip cash in my bag, I’ll fall out with you.”

      Laughing, Nick decided he’d find some other way to compensate Beth for the expensive birthday gifts. There was no way he’d let his hard-working daughter pay for his slap-up meal when she needed every penny she earned to cover her mortgage, car, and household bills. Fiercely proud, Beth hated taking money from him and he’d become skilled over the years at finding inventive ways to send cash her way without her rejecting it outright. He’d think of some way to repay her for the restaurant voucher without triggering her alarm bells.

      “Shall we get another round?” Nick asked, nodding to his daughter’s empty wine glass.

      “I’ll get this,” she said.

      “Don’t be daft, it’s already on my tab.”

      Nick caught the passing barmaid and ordered more drinks. The pub quizmaster appeared at the front of the pub and issued a five-minute warning that the quiz would soon start and asked the teams to get ready.

      The noise levels rose as the quizzers prepared, conferring with their team members and placing last minute drink orders at the bar before the quiz began. Nick watched in amusement as people settled in and searched for pens and distributed quiz sheets. At a nearby table comprising two couples who looked around Nick’s age, a woman sprang to her feet and waved her hands in the air.

      “Can I have your attention, everyone!” she called out. “We’re two people short here in Team Genius because we’ve just found out that one of our regular couples can’t make it on time. Would anyone like to join us?”

      Around the pub, people in the other teams called out to say they were already set in their groups and no volunteers appeared to make up the numbers.

      “Shall we take part?” Beth asked. “You said a minute ago that it might be fun.”

      “They’re a competitive lot here at the Royal Oak quiz night. Are you sure you want to get involved?”

      “Yes. Come on, we’ll have a laugh.”

      Before he could say anything else, Beth hopped off her bar stool and caught the attention of the woman who was recruiting emergency members to Team Genius.

      “We’ll join you!” Beth called out, grabbing her glass of wine from the bar.

      “Lovely! How nice.”

      Nick had no option but to follow his daughter.

      “Welcome to Team Genius!” the woman said. “I’m Lorna and this is my husband, Trevor.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Trevor said, offering his hand to Beth and Nick.

      “And these are our friends, Denise and Roy,” Lorna said, gesturing to the other couple at the table.

      They all shook hands and said hello and the other quiz team members shuffled their chairs to make space for Nick and Beth. Beth made sure everyone knew it was her father’s birthday and grinned as he received their best wishes.

      “Many happy returns,” Lorna said. “And how lovely to be treated to a nice night out at the pub with your daughter.”

      “It’s been an interesting night so far,” Nick said, cutting his gaze to Beth.

      “I hope you got your father a lovely birthday present,” Lorna said.

      “I did.” Beth held Nick’s gaze as amusement danced in her eyes. “It was a surprise present but something he really needed.”

      Nick rolled his eyes and drank his lager, a smile curving at his mouth thanks to his daughter’s smart comment.

      “Well, it’s nice to have a youngster amongst us,” Trevor said, giving Beth a kind smile.

      “Beth’s a teacher, so she ought to know the answer to every question,” Nick said, pleased to see the amused scowl his daughter threw his way.

      “Don’t set me up for failure, Dad,” Beth laughed.

      “Oh, don’t worry, Beth,” Lorna said. “We’re just here to have a bit of fun, that’s all.”

      “Unless we lose, at which point Lorna will demand a steward’s inquiry and a rescoring of the quiz sheets,” Trevor grinned.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Lorna said. “Honestly, the things this man says about me.”

      As the quizmaster called everyone to attention, Nick was glad he’d got the extra round of drinks in. He suspected they’d need them. Thanks to Beth, this was turning out to be quite a night. His daughter had manipulated him into agreeing to have dinner with her teacher colleague and now she’d signed them up for the pub quiz, too. Judging by the furrowed brows and concentrated expressions on the faces of the other team members as the quizmaster began proceedings, these quizzers were in it to win it.

      So much for a quiet night at the pub enjoying a drink with his daughter.

      Across the table, Beth threw him a wink and a smile and Nick’s heart tumbled inside his chest.

      It might not be the evening he’d expected to have, but he was having fun just the same. As always, Beth knew just what her crusty old father needed. Perhaps she was also right about him needing to get out and enjoy a dinner date with a nice woman, too?

      Nick doubted it. But if it made Beth happy, he’d do as she asked.

      Where his daughter was concerned, he’d give her the sun and the moon if he could.
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      “Here you go, Alfie. Macaroni cheese and chips for lunch, with a spoonful of peas, too, because you need to eat your veggies,” Sally said. “And I’ve popped a couple of chocolate biscuits onto your tray to enjoy with your tea afterwards, too.”

      “Thanks, love. You always spoil me.”

      Alfie Hill was Sally’s last visit of her Monday shift. Seventy-four years-old and living alone at his home on Beech Avenue since the death of his wife twenty-five years ago, Alfie struggled with mobility issues and sight loss in one eye. Although frail and having endured several episodes of ill-health in the last year, Alfie was determined to remain in his own home.

      The social care package he received made it possible for him to continue living independently. Carers visited three times a day to assist with his personal care and meal preparation. Having already visited at the start of her shift to help Alfie get dressed and serve him breakfast, Sally’s lunchtime visit involved serving a hot lunch and preparing a cold sandwich, which she popped into the fridge for Alfie to eat at dinner time. As he struggled to handle the kettle by himself, she also prepared a flask of tea for him to enjoy throughout the afternoon.

      As she sat the tray down on the wheelie-table and moved it into place across his armchair, Alfie smiled in appreciation at the hot meal. Of all the clients she visited as a social carer, Alfie was her favourite. She had a soft spot for the old man’s gentle demeanour and good-humour, and admired his determination to remain in the home where he’d lived for so long despite the health challenges he faced.

      Although she worked hard for all her clients, Sally often found herself lingering to chat to Alfie even after her shifts ended, happy to spend a few extra minutes in his company. With no family and no one else to speak to other than his rota of carers, the old man must get lonely with only the television for company, and it cost Sally nothing to pass five minutes with him before ending her shift.

      “I brought you the sports supplement from yesterday’s Sunday newspaper,” Sally said, retrieving the newspaper section from the carrier bag she’d brought. “I thought you might like to read a bit of sporty news.”

      “Thanks, Sally. I’ll look forward to that.” Alfie picked up his fork and dug into the plate of macaroni cheese. “Those football players get paid far too much, if you ask me, but I enjoy finding out what the clubs are up to.”

      “Where’s your magnifier?” Sally asked, referring to the plastic pane Alfie used to better see the newspaper print.

      “I don’t know. I think one of the other carers must have tidied it away.”

      Sally hunted around the small sitting room and found the magnifier tucked beneath a side table. Returning the visual aid to the basket Alfie kept beside his armchair for the things he used most, Sally made a mental note to remind the other carers not to tidy items away out of reach that the man used on a daily basis.

      “So, what’s new out there in the world?” Alfie asked after eating a forkful of macaroni cheese.

      This was his usual question when Sally returned to work after a few days off. She always came prepared with a few titbits to share with the old man.

      “There’s big news at the local history museum. The organiser of the autumn exhibition has done a runner with her fancy man and now the whole thing’s up in the air.”

      “Well, that’ll keep the gossips happy,” Alfie chortled.

      “I’ve been volunteered to take over running the exhibition, although I don’t know if I’ll agree or not.”

      Alfie looked up from his meal. “Why wouldn’t you agree? I thought you quite enjoyed your voluntary work?”

      “I do enjoy it, but this would be a lot of extra responsibility. I’ve never run an exhibition before.”

      “You’d be a natural at it.”

      “I don’t know about that. Anyway, I’m going over to the museum just as soon as I leave you, to see what’s what.”

      “Well, off you go then.” Alfie glanced at the clock on the mantlepiece. “You’ve already stayed longer than you should, and I’m sure you’ve got more interesting things to do than wait around here talking to me.”

      Sally gathered her things and gave Alfie a smile. “I like talking to you, old man.”

      “Away with you,” Alfie laughed. “I’m quite content here with my macaroni cheese and my sports pages. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “See you tomorrow, Alfie.”

      Sally left him to his meal and his newspaper, locking his door and double-checking the key-safe before leaving. After returning to the social care office to drop off the pool car and submit her paperwork and reports, Sally set off for the local history museum, which was a fifteen-minute walk away.

      She wondered what she’d find when she got there and what condition the autumn exhibition preparations were actually in.
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      Hamblehurst market square was bathed in warm September sunlight when Sally arrived, and the leaves on the trees were dipped in more gold than green compared to her last visit. The local history museum stood opposite the library inside a quaint mock Tudor style building, with colourful flower planters standing on either side of the door and adding to the kerb appeal.

      Sally pushed open the door and stepped inside, and was greeted with the comforting scents of polished wooden floors and dusty exhibits. Housed in a former building society premises, the museum comprised one central large room from which sprouted half a dozen nooks and crannies, all stuffed with various themed exhibits documenting the history of Hamblehurst and the surrounding area.

      Before the bell above the door had even stopped tinkling, the two women behind the old-fashioned wooden counter let out squeals of delight as Sally stepped inside.

      “Sally! You’ve come to save us! Thank goodness!”

      “Ooh, we knew you wouldn’t let us down!”

      As the door clicked closed behind her, Sally smiled at the sight of Marie Tyler and Hilary Barker and their ecstatic expressions. She was fond of both women, who did so much to keep the local history museum not just ticking over but thriving, and who always had warm smiles on their faces for anyone who walked through the museum doors.

      Still, she wasn’t about to get sucked into assuming responsibility for the autumn exhibition without conducting some due diligence. As a regular volunteer for countless Hamblehurst good causes over the years, Sally knew that information was key if you wanted to avoid becoming overwhelmed.

      “Hold your horses, ladies,” Sally laughed. “I haven’t agreed to take on the autumn exhibition just yet.”

      “We know that,” Marie said, coming around the counter. “Olive Nimmo dropped us a message last night and said she’d spoken to you and that you’d think it over.”

      “And we know you want to see how far along things are before you decide,” Hilary said, hot on Marie’s heels. “But let me put your mind at rest, Sally. Things are in good shape and we feel sure you’ll have no trouble dealing with what remains to be done, and we also feel sure you’ll be only too happy to take charge.”

      “If it wasn’t for the fact that I’m going into hospital to have my stupid knee repaired, I’d be more than capable of seeing things through to the end, myself,” Marie said.

      “And if I wasn’t about to jet off on holiday for two weeks, I’d also be more than willing to assume responsibility,” Hilary added.

      “We just can’t believe what’s happened, Sally! Imagine Joanne Burnham not only having a fancy man, but running off with him! Who would’ve thought it?”

      “Not me, that’s for sure,” Hilary said before Sally could get a word in. “The woman’s always been as quiet as a mouse. Of all the people I know, and I know plenty, the last person I’d imagine would disappear off with a secret fancy man is Joanne Burnham.”

      “It’s always the quiet ones who surprise you in the end,” Marie said sagely.

      “That’s true, Marie,” Hilary nodded. “But we are where we are.”

      Determined to interrupt the women’s chatter before it went on any longer, Sally waved towards the office space at the back of the museum. “Why don’t you show me where we are with the exhibition preparation and how the planning is going?”

      Marie and Hilary led Sally through to the large back office where the volunteers worked on forthcoming exhibits and, in this instance, the autumn exhibition. Two facing desks took up one side of the room, used for museum administration tasks, while on the other side there were tables and workspaces used for working on archives and historical materials, and creating the displays and exhibits for the museum.

      The workspace area looked different from when Sally had last visited. Several boxes of old photographs and historical materials had been unpacked and were now laid out on the tabletops, many already fixed in place on the heavy-duty exhibition boards used each year by the museum for the autumn exhibition. Several free-standing displays looked close to completion and work on the artefact exhibits was well-advanced.

      Sally was quietly impressed with the progress made since she’d last dropped by to lend a hand two weeks ago. When she’d worked for a few hours that day on the Hamblehurst Sweet Things display—an exhibit showcasing the various confectionary and ice cream parlours that had traded on the high street over the years—she’d only managed to mount and fix a few shopfront photographs to the board, and write and print the display descriptions that would accompany each visual. Now, though, the Sweet Things exhibit was almost finished, with just a few empty spaces remaining to be filled on the board. The same was true of the other exhibits-in-progress, too.

      “Things really are coming together,” Sally said, glancing around at the exhibits. “It’s all much further along than I expected.”

      “See? We told you it was all in hand,” Hilary said.

      “While there’s still work to finish, everything is on schedule,” Marie said. “If Joanne hadn’t run off and left us with no one officially in charge of seeing things through to the end, we’d be absolutely fine.”

      Sally nodded, still studying the exhibit boards and the artefact displays where the work was ongoing. “What about the organisation for the day itself?”

      As the highlight of the history museum’s events calendar, the day of the autumn exhibition required careful management. While the exhibits and displays were key to the event, a lot of work was required in order to set up the exhibition in the main museum space and also welcome visitors during the day. In addition to the exhibit planning, they had to organise refreshments, invite local dignitaries and VIPs, and plan publicity.

      “We can show you the master spreadsheets and work-lists Joanne was using to take care of all the tasks,” Marie said, shuffling towards the computer and sitting down with a wince before rubbing at her knee. “This knee is killing me! I can’t wait until I’m wheeled off into surgery to get the blasted thing fixed.”

      “Not long now, dear,” Hilary said, and giving her a comforting pat on the shoulder. “Only a few more days and you’ll be on the other side of the surgery and on the mend at last.”

      As Marie tapped at the keyboard, she nodded at Hilary’s words, but Sally could see the distress on the woman’s face. Although she’d known Marie’s knee was causing her grief and that surgery was on the horizon, she realised Marie’s continued volunteering efforts must be taking its toll. Marie’s painful knee was bad enough to require surgical intervention, and yet here she was still doing her bit for the museum.

      As Hilary leaned over Marie’s shoulder and helped her find the computer files for the autumn exhibition, Sally was touched by the efforts of these selfless women, turning up day after day to keep the museum ticking over. When Olive Nimmo had asked Sally to help run the autumn exhibition, she’d suspected she’d end up saying yes.

      Now she knew it for sure.

      After reviewing the organisational spreadsheets and master notes for a few minutes and satisfying herself that the event planning was in good order, Sally turned to the two older woman and smiled.

      “I’m happy to take Joanne’s place running the autumn exhibition,” Sally said.

      “Wonderful!” Marie and Hilary chirped in unison.

      “There’s actually not much left to do and it would be a shame if all this hard work went to waste because no one wanted to take charge,” Sally said. “Let’s see how much more work we can finish before you go into hospital, Marie, and you go off on holiday, Hilary. The more advice and guidance I get from the pair of you before you leave, the better.”

      For the next thirty minutes, Sally reviewed the master notes in more depth and jotted down the urgent tasks waiting to be dealt with, and asked Marie and Hilary plenty of questions. Those things done, she turned her attention to one of the exhibition boards that was still waiting for a final few photographs and descriptions to be fixed into place.

      The exhibition was now less than two weeks away and there was much to be done, but Sally knew they could pull it off. Taking charge of the event was an unexpected addition to her responsibilities, but if she managed her time, she’d make it work.

      People around Hamblehurst looked forward to the history museum’s autumn exhibition, and Sally was determined not to let them down.
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      Two hours later, Sally left the museum, the afternoon having disappeared in a blur while she’d worked on the exhibits alongside Marie and Hilary and a few other volunteers who dropped by to lend a hand. After visiting the charity shop on the high street to say hello to the other volunteer ladies and hand over the bag of clothes donations from Lorna, she made her way home, her mind on the museum autumn exhibition paperwork she intended to dig into after dinner.

      As Sally turned onto Foxglove Street, she heard a car horn toot behind her.

      “Yoo-hoo! I was just coming by to see you!” Lorna said as she rolled down her window and brought her car to a stop beside Sally on the pavement. “I spoke to Wilfred today and thought I’d drop by on my way home from work to see if you’re okay with the arrangements he’s made.”

      After a busy morning at work and then getting stuck into things at the history museum, Sally had forgotten all about Lorna’s blind date shenanigans. Lorna leaned out of the car window, looking pleased with herself.

      “Wilfred says he’s booked a table on Friday evening at that little Italian restaurant on Honeysuckle Lane,” Lorna said. “Does that suit you?”

      “That should be fine, yes. But why are you telling me this? Can’t this man get in touch with me himself? I said it was okay for you to pass along my number.”

      Lorna frowned. “He told me he’d sent you a message with all the details. Didn’t you get it?”

      Pulling her phone from her bag, Sally looked at the screen and saw several missed messages, including one from an unrecognised number which, judging by the contents, must belong to Wilfred.

      “Sorry, I’ve been so busy today, I only just realised I haven’t looked at my phone since this morning,” Sally said. “You’re right, Wilfred’s been in touch and I’ll let him know Friday is fine with me.”

      Lorna beamed. “Lovely! Wilfred is excited about meeting you, Sally. I think you’ll have a wonderful time.” Her gaze narrowed as her eyes roamed over Sally’s face. “Are you planning on getting your hair done before you have dinner with him? It wouldn’t hurt to touch up those roots.”

      “Thanks very much. And for your information, I was planning a visit to the salon later this week.” Sally made a mental note to book an appointment before she forgot.

      “Good. It’s important to make an effort.” Satisfied, Lorna smiled again and pointed along the road. “I’d better get home. Trevor’s made French onion soup tonight for supper and I don’t want to be late. Cheerio!”

      Lorna pulled away from the kerb and whizzed off down Foxglove Street, narrowly avoiding clipping a man who was getting out of a car further down the road. Lorna swerved as the man pressed himself against his car door, his eyes wide in alarm.

      “Sorry!” Lorna called out the open window as she sped off into the distance.

      The woman was a menace behind the wheel. Watching the man shake his head at the near miss as he watched Lorna drive off, Sally hurried towards him to make sure he was okay.

      “Are you all right?” Sally asked.

      The man blinked and turned towards her. “I’m fine, thanks. I managed to throw myself out of the way just before she ran me over.”

      His laughter was warm, his blue eyes twinkling. Sally thought it was generous of him not to be hopping mad about what had just happened.

      “She shouldn’t have been driving so fast,” Sally frowned. The next time she spoke to Lorna, she’d remind her to keep her speed down on residential streets unless she wanted to cause an accident.

      “True, but I should’ve checked my mirror before I jumped out of the car,” the man replied and gave an easy shrug. “No harm done.”

      “Good, that’s a relief.”

      “I recognised the woman behind the wheel,” he said, nodding along the road. “Lorna Shepherd, is that her name?”

      “That’s right.” Sally gave him an uncertain look. “Are you planning on reporting her to the police?”

      The man laughed and shook his head. “No, nothing like that. I met her at the pub quiz last night at the Royal Oak, although considering how fast she drove past me, I doubt she had the chance to recognise me. Do you know her well?”

      “Lorna is my ex-husband’s wife,” Sally said.

      The man’s eyebrows quirked at this. “That sounds complicated.”

      “Not really. We all get on well enough and Lorna’s a lovely person when she’s not behind the wheel of a motorised vehicle.”

      The man laughed and held out his hand. “I’m Nick Maxwell.”

      “Sally Shepherd.”

      Nick’s hand was warm in hers, the skin rough. His were working hands, tough and firm, and Sally realised she’d held onto his for a moment longer than she should have while he held her gaze with ice blue eyes.

      “Nice to meet you, Sally.” Smiling, Nick released her hand and nodded to the house he’d parked outside. “Well, I’d better get to work.”

      Sally turned towards the house, currently in the middle of a renovation project and with a rubbish skip in the front garden and the sounds of hammering and drilling coming from inside. She remembered seeing the For Sale sign appear outside the property a few months ago.

      “You’re the one who bought Jim Richmond’s house?” she asked.

      Nick nodded. “Guilty as charged.”

      “It needs a lot of work. The garden got out of hand years ago. Old Mr Richmond couldn’t keep on top of the work and refused to let anyone help him. I heard he went off to live with his daughter, which was probably the right move.”

      “It’s a good house. Just needs some TLC.”

      “When do you think you’ll be moving in?”

      “I won’t be. I’m not renovating the house for myself. I’m a property developer, and once the work is done, I’ll put it back on the market.”

      Sally nodded, looking again at the handsome house. “It will be nice to see it come back to life. I know the neighbours will be happy to see the garden tamed. Mr Richmond’s was the only garden on the street that was ever messy.”

      “We’ll get the garden sorted out soon and I’ll have the house looking as good as new in no time.” He studied her face as if considering whether to ask the next question. “So, I take it you live on this street?”

      Sally pointed along the road. “Just up there.”

      “It’s a nice street.”

      “It really is.”

      They smiled at one another before glancing around at their surroundings, as if they were both confirming that Foxglove Street was, indeed, nice. Sally wasn’t sure why she felt a strange mix of awkwardness and excitement in the company of this man she’d only met two minutes ago.

      “Well, I’ll leave you to it,” she said with a smile. “Good luck with the house renovation, Nick.”

      “Thanks, Sally.”

      With a wave goodbye, Nick turned and walked through the front gate of the house. Sally caught herself still watching the man as he climbed the front steps and opened the door, and she quickly looked away, amused at herself as a flush of heat warmed her cheeks.

      She’d chalk the flush up to the warm September afternoon, she decided with a wry grin as she headed for home. It certainly had nothing to do with Nick Maxwell’s cool blue gaze or rough hands or the way his worn work jeans clung to his hips as he jogged up the front steps of the house.

      Laughing at herself, Sally fished out her keys and walked the rest of the way home.
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      “Everything’s on track with the new kitchen plans, the plumber’s booked for the bathroom installation, and we’ll start lifting the hallway floorboards first thing tomorrow,” Ed informed Nick as they touched base in the empty front sitting room of the renovation house on Foxglove Street.

      “Good man,” Nick replied. Glancing at the ancient electric fireplace on the opposite wall, he opened his project folder. “When’s the electrician coming to rip out that ugly fireplace and install the new one?”

      Ed looked grim. “Not for a few weeks. I got a message from the fireplace supplier this morning. The delivery’s been delayed because of a stock issue at their warehouse. It’ll be another week before it gets here.”

      Delays weren’t unusual in the property renovation business, but Nick was sorry the fireplace work wouldn’t happen yet. After ordering a smart new electric fireplace and sleek mantlepiece, he was looking forward to seeing them installed. Of all the downstairs rooms, the sitting room required the least work, but there was no point starting any painting or wallpapering or carpet-laying until the fireplace switch was complete.

      Finishing the first room in a new renovation project was always something Nick looked forward to, and he enjoyed seeing the transformation and feeling satisfied that things were coming together. Although the sitting room was originally scheduled to be the first finished room in the Foxglove Street house project, he now realised he’d have to wait a little longer to see his vision materialising.

      “Oh, another thing,” Ed said, looking up from the sheaf of invoices he was shuffling through. “We might want to think about replacing the loft insulation. It’s ancient and won’t help the house’s energy efficiency.”

      Nick nodded. “Agreed. I’ll go up and take some measurements.”

      “I can send one of the young lads up into the attic to do that, boss.”

      “No, I’ll deal with it. I wouldn’t mind another look around up there, anyway.”

      Ed grinned. “You’re still thinking about whether it’ll make a decent attic room if we add a dormer window and new flooring and so on?”

      “Maybe. It crossed my mind when I bought the place, but I ruled it out because of the size, and because of the work involved installing a staircase access. Now I want to take a second look.”

      While Ed went off to deal with a question from the plumber working in the kitchen, Nick climbed the stairs to the first floor and opened the ceiling hatch to the attic. Most of these old detached houses had attic spaces large enough to turn into decent sized rooms, assuming you knew how to reconfigure the space on the upstairs landing to accommodate another turn on the staircase to allow access. The tricky job wasn’t always worth it if you weren’t sure of recouping the costs, but Nick thought it might be yet another risk worth taking.

      Before making a decision, he wanted to check and double check his measurements. Working with the laser tape measure he’d brought up into the attic, Nick got to work recording the dimensions of the space.

      He was confirming the numbers on the right-hand side gable wall that housed the chimney breast when something tucked into a dark corner beneath the eaves caught his eye. Shuffling closer, he saw an old cardboard box shoved against the brickwork, its surfaces dirty and mottled with age.

      Pulling the box away from the eaves, he unfolded the flaps and looked inside, where he found stacks of old photographs and musty old newspapers. Most of the newspapers were copies of the Hamblehurst Gazette, the dates printed at the top dating from thirty and forty years ago, the front page local news long forgotten.

      Nick flicked through the old photographs inside the box, which depicted various community and civic gatherings over the years. He tried to decipher what he might be looking at. A gardening show with people lined up and proudly clutching potted roses as they grinned for the camera. A gathering outside a shopfront that might have been a high street bakery, with employees wearing pristine aprons standing shoulder-to-shoulder while holding up loaves of bread. An awards ceremony with a mayor in full regalia presenting certificates to a group of people gathered on a stage, the men in smart suits, the women in elegant dresses, and everyone looking pleased with themselves.

      Pausing for a moment, he thought about the people in the photographs and who they were. Or who they’d been. Considering how old the photos were, many of the people in those photos were probably long gone by now.

      The thought made Nick feel suddenly melancholy.

      Tucking the dusty old items back inside the box, Nick closed the flaps and pushed the box towards the attic ladder. It wasn’t unusual to find forgotten belongings inside the houses he bought for renovation. When properties were in poor condition to begin with, it stood to reason that tatty old mementoes might be left behind by former owners. Depending on the condition of any forgotten belongings he discovered, Nick usually just tossed them into the rubbish skip.

      But something about the old box of photographs and carefully folded newspapers from yesteryear made Nick think twice about what he planned to do this time round. Thinking of the old man who’d lived in the house for decades before moving in with his daughter, he couldn’t help but wonder if he might want these things back, now that they’d been rediscovered. The old fella probably hadn’t been up in the attic for years, after all.

      After completing his attic measurements, Nick climbed down to the first floor and pulled out his phone. He dialled the number for the estate agent who’d listed the house for sale, and when the receptionist answered the call, he explained about the box he’d discovered.

      “Would you inform the seller, Mr Richmond, that I’ve found a box of old photographs and newspapers in the attic?” Nick asked. “If he wants them returned, I’d be happy to drop them off at your office.”

      “I’ll call his daughter’s number and let her know,” said the receptionist. “But are you sure you don’t want to just dump the lot? Most people wouldn’t bother chasing it up with the seller.”

      “With all these old photographs in the box, it doesn’t feel right to bin the lot, not without checking first in case they’re important to Mr Richmond and he’d like to know they’ve been found.”

      The receptionist once again promised to place a call to the old man’s daughter and get back in touch with him once she had a response. Nick left the box in the attic for now. With the house filled with workmen and mess, the items were best kept out of the way.

      Nick went downstairs to the kitchen to talk with the plumber about his plans for reconfiguring the kitchen space and what that meant for the pipe work. When his phone rang, he glanced at the screen, hoping it would be the estate agent already back in touch with a response from Mr Richmond regarding his forgotten cardboard box of belongings, but instead he saw his daughter’s name flash up on the screen.

      “Hi, Dad,” Beth said when he answered. “Happy Birthday.”

      “Thanks, sweetheart,” he replied, nodding an apology to the plumber before taking the call outside into the back garden.

      “Is that hammering and sawing I can hear in the background?” Beth asked. “You’re not still working, are you?”

      “Of course I’m still working. It’s not even five o’clock, yet.”

      “Dad, you’re the boss of your own company. That means you get to knock off early on your birthday.”

      “I like working, you know that.”

      Beth grumbled down the line, making Nick laugh.

      “Anyway, I just wanted to call and say happy birthday and also let you know I spoke to my teacher friend earlier, Jennifer Roberts, and told her I’d set you both up on a date together.”

      Busy with the house renovations, Nick had forgotten about the dinner date. “And how did that go down?”

      “She’s excited to meet you. I’ve booked a table at the restaurant for you both on Friday at seven, so there’s no getting out of it now.”

      Nick laughed. “You’d better give me her details so I can pick her up.”

      “She says she’ll make her own way there.”

      Nick wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He might not have wanted to go on the date to begin with, but now that Beth had talked him into it and set it up, it felt wrong to just roll up to the restaurant and meet the woman there. Old-fashioned about these things, Nick would have preferred to pick her up at her house, but perhaps keeping things more casual might take the pressure off them both.

      Nick was in favour of that.

      “I’ll look forward to meeting her,” Nick said. “As I’ve never seen this woman before, should I bring a red rose to the restaurant and lay it on the table so we can identify one another?”

      Beth snorted down the line. “You’re funny, Dad. Right, I’ll have to get back to marking this pile of tests on my desk. Speak soon.”

      A moment after they hung up, Nick’s phone pinged with another message from Beth, this time with a photograph attached. Beth’s message explained the photo was taken on a recent night out with her colleagues, and Nick grinned at the lovely sight of his daughter’s smiling face, happy amongst her co-workers. Beth’s message picked out the woman on the left as Jennifer, his date for Friday.

      She was an attractive woman with short chestnut hair, a relaxed smile and kind eyes, her arm draped around the shoulder of her teacher colleague as they all posed for the camera. Although Beth would never set him up with someone she didn’t think he’d actually get on with, he was still unconvinced about the wisdom of the date.

      Perhaps by the time Friday rolled around, he’d feel more enthusiastic about things.

      Returning to the house, Nick got back to work.
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      On Friday evening, Sally sat at her bedroom dressing table getting ready for the date Lorna had arranged when she heard the front door open downstairs.

      “Mum! It’s me!”

      “I’m up here, love.”

      Sally listened as her daughter Jess bounced up the stairs, a bundle of energy as usual.

      “Mum! Your hair looks amazing!” Jess said, her eyes wide in admiration as she came into the bedroom.

      Sally turned her head this way and that, studying her reflection in the mirror.

      “Do you think so?” Sally said. “I picked a different hair colour at the salon and it’s lighter than my usual shade.”

      “Honestly, it’s fantastic.” Jess peered over Sally’s shoulder at her reflection before twirling the ends of her hair. “I think you suit this shade better, Mum. It’s lush and elegant and flattering.”

      “Thanks, love.”

      Pleased with her daughter’s kind comments, Sally admired her new hair colour in the mirror for another moment. Instead of her usual sunny blonde shade, she’d opted for a softer honeyed colour this time and was delighted with the results. Seeing her dastardly grey roots vanish was one thing, but the new, softer colour left her feeling thoroughly transformed and somehow looking years younger, too.

      Finishing her make-up, Sally swiped mascara over her lashes and added blusher to her cheeks. She didn’t look half-bad, even if she did say so herself.

      “I can’t believe Lorna talked you into going on a blind date,” Jess said, perching on the edge of the bed, her expression bright with amusement.

      “The woman is a nuisance,” Sally laughed. “But I’m sure we’ll have a fine evening. This Wilfred fella sounds decent enough.”

      “Here’s the necklace you asked me to bring.” Jess pulled a velvet jewellery pouch from her bag and passed it to Sally. “Sorry I forgot I to return it after borrowing it all those weeks ago.”

      “It’s no problem, love. This is the first time I’ve wanted to wear it.”

      “It’s nice seeing you getting all dressed up for a big date, Mum.” Jess grinned over her shoulder in the mirror. “It’s been ages since you’ve had a proper date.”

      Sally laughed and gestured for Jess to help her with the necklace clasp. “After the week I’ve had, I thought I’d have to cancel tonight. But knowing I’d never hear the end of it from Lorna, I thought I’d better just get on with it.”

      “I’m sure you’ll have fun. Just put all this museum exhibition stuff out of your mind.”

      When they’d caught up with each other on the phone during the week, Sally had told Jess about the autumn exhibition work she’d taken on and how busy it was keeping her. Although the event was all in hand, inevitably there was still an awful lot to get done to keep it that way. Jess had volunteered her help and Sally planned to put her clever, hard-working daughter to work organising the refreshments they’d serve on the day of the exhibition. As Jess now worked in hospitality, she was the perfect person for the job.

      Sally got up from the chair at the dressing table and smoothed down the sleek black trousers and ruby red tunic she’d chosen to wear for the date.

      “You look lovely!” Jess beamed. “That necklace is perfect with that top.”

      Sally touched the sparkly blue paste jewellery, which contrasted with the deep red of the tunic top. “I think I’m ready. Oh, wait, I forgot earrings.”

      While Sally dug a pair of simple silver studs from her jewellery box, Jess’s phone pinged.

      “I’ll have to hurry off, Mum,” Jess said. “Darren’s down in the car waiting for me. We’re off to the cinema tonight.”

      “That sounds like fun.”

      “If you’re ready, we’ll drop you off at the restaurant on our way.”

      “Perfect.” Sally dropped her lipstick into a clutch bag and paused, watching her daughter button up her jacket. “Are you still happy with Darren?”

      Jess’s gaze softened. “So happy, sometimes I can hardly believe it.”

      Her daughter’s luminous smile made Sally’s heart twist with love. When Jess had got together with her neighbour and childhood friend, Darren Montgomery, Sally had been thrilled for the young pair. Their unexpected summer romance seemed only to be growing stronger as autumn arrived.

      “Actually,” Jess said, looking shy, “we’ve talked about moving in together when my rental agreement on the flat ends in a few months.”

      Sally’s eyes widened in surprise and joy. “Do you think that’s what you want?”

      “I spend more time at Darren’s little cottage than I do in my flat. I hate it when we’re apart.” Jess let out a baffled laugh. “After all those years of the two of us just being friends, I can’t believe how much I’m completely falling in love with him.”

      Sally couldn’t resist pulling her daughter into a hug. “I’m so pleased for you. I always thought you two were meant to be. You’re a perfect match.”

      They hugged for a lovely moment, mother and daughter enjoying one another’s comforting embrace. When Jess pulled out of the hug and grinned, Sally saw the mischief in her eyes.

      “Maybe you’ll find your perfect match tonight, Mum.”

      “I’m not looking for a perfect match. A nice night out with some dinner and good company will do me just fine.”

      Downstairs, Sally slipped on shoes and grabbed a jacket from the hook in the hallway in case it turned chilly later once it was time to come home. Darren and Jess drove her to the restaurant on Honeysuckle Lane, which saved her the walk and meant her lovely new hair style didn’t get wafted around in the September breeze. After waving the two youngsters off on their trip to the cinema, Sally turned to the restaurant door and drew in a deep breath.

      Here goes nothing, she muttered to herself and pushed through the door.
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      Nick sipped his wine and studied the menu and wondered when he’d get a word in edgeways on this dinner date.

      Across the table from him in the restaurant, Jennifer Roberts was talking a mile a minute. Since the moment she’d arrived ten minutes ago, she hadn’t stopped yapping. Nick had chalked it up to nerves to begin with. He was a little nervous himself, after all. But now it was just getting silly.

      He’d interrupted a few moments ago in an attempt to contribute something to the conversation, such as it was, but he’d barely finished a sentence before Jennifer got going again, shutting down his comments about what looked good on the menu in order to regale him with a long-drawn out tale about an undercooked chicken dish she’d been served while dining out last weekend with a friend and which she’d had to send back to the kitchen, only for the replacement meal to arrive also undercooked, and with a hair on the plate, too, just to add insult to injury.

      “So, I’m looking at this raw chicken on my plate and staring at this long strand of dark hair lying on top of the vegetables and I said to the waitress, ‘Is this some kind of joke?’ And the waitress sighs and says, ‘What’s the problem?’ as if I’m some sort of nuisance instead of a paying customer! And then when I point out the hair on the plate, she picks it up and flicks it onto the floor and asks if that’s okay now!”

      Although his date was clearly sharing this story to amuse him, it was actually making him feel queasy. Undercooked chicken and hairy meals didn’t exactly get his tastebuds going. Once the comprehensive retelling of this questionable tale approached the four-minute mark, Nick struggled not to yawn.

      Shifting in his seat, he glanced around the restaurant. It was a nice place, cosy and intimate and with a warm ambience thanks to the clever interior design. The Italian food looked good, judging by what he’d seen coming out of the kitchen, and there seemed to be no undercooked chicken in sight. He hoped his date would approve.

      Across the table, Jennifer was still talking. Nick wondered if he could sneak off and just leave her by herself. She didn’t seem to need anyone else’s company in order to have a good night out. Amused by this idea, and also a little ashamed at the nasty thought, Nick hoped things might improve once their meals arrived. Perhaps while Jennifer was chewing her food, he could pounce on the chance to say something.

      The restaurant door opened and Nick watched a woman walk inside and glance around the place. She looked vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t figure out how he knew her. It was only as the waitress greeted the woman at the door and led her to an empty table near to where he sat that he remembered where he’d met her before.

      She was the woman he’d spoken to earlier in the week on Foxglove Street when that maniac he’d met at the pub quiz last Sunday almost ran him over as he was climbing out of his car. They’d talked for a few minutes about the house he was renovating. What was her name again?

      Sally, that was it. Sally Shepherd.

      Watching as she handed her jacket to the waitress and took her seat, Nick realised she looked different from when they’d first met. Her hair seemed lighter, softer, and there was a glow to her face as she picked up the menu before looking around at her surroundings.

      Her eyes met his across the restaurant. She tilted her head, as if she, too, was trying to place him. Nick saw recognition dawn on her face as she smiled and mouthed a silent hello. Returning her smile and nodding his own hello in response, he enjoyed the shared moment.

      “I’m so sorry, I’m jabbering away here like some out-of-control idiot!”

      Nick blinked, realising he’d forgotten all about Jennifer, her monologue morphing into the background noise of the restaurant. Turning back to his date, he smiled.

      “Don’t be silly, you weren’t jabbering,” he said, wanting to be kind as he picked up his wine glass.

      “Sometimes when I start talking I forget to stop,” Jennifer laughed. “It’s a bad habit and I apologise. Anyway, tell me something about yourself. Beth said you run your own property development company?”

      Nick managed to contribute to the conversation for about thirty seconds before Jennifer interrupted again, this time running with the theme and talking about a home renovation programme she’d recently watched. While she chattered about the derelict property featured on the show and how it had been transformed, the waitress arrived with their starters.

      As Nick ate his food and his date talked and talked, he couldn’t help stealing an occasional glance across the restaurant to where Sally sat. When a man arrived at the restaurant and was shown to Sally’s table, Nick watched them greet one another and settle down with their menus. Hearing them introduce themselves to each other, he realised they, too, must be on a first date.

      Nick hoped they’d have a better time together than he was having. Digging into his crab cake starter, he returned his attention to Jennifer.

      The woman was still talking, oblivious to Nick’s increasingly uncomfortable silence. Jennifer seemed like a nice enough woman, even if she was a relentless chatterbox, but Nick already knew this would be their first and last date together.

      He only wondered what Beth had been thinking, setting him up with the woman in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      Sally gave her order to the waitress, then waited while her date, Wilfred, quizzed the girl about the ingredients in the dishes he planned to order. He wanted to substitute this and swap that, add one thing and leave out the other, and by the time he’d finished issuing these instructions, the waitress had filled three pages in her order notebook.

      “I hope she understood all that,” Wilfred said, giving Sally an uncertain look across the table.

      “I’m sure she did,” Sally replied. “The young girl looked like she knew what she was doing.”

      “I like things a certain way, you see. I won’t enjoy my main course if they don’t remember to leave the courgettes off the plate.”

      Sally watched Wilfred pick up his wine glass and then stare at the rim. “Is that a dirty smudge?”

      Baffled, Sally peered at the glass the man was holding up like an exhibit in a courtroom drama. The glass looked perfectly clean, as far as she could tell.

      “I don’t see anything,” Sally said. “Perhaps it’s just the way the light is hitting the surface? Those pretty twinkle lights around the bar are creating a nice glow around the place, don’t you think?”

      In response to her question, Wilfred grunted before using his napkin to wipe the rim of the glass.

      “Well, cheers anyway,” he said, raising his glass towards hers and sounding rather glum.

      “Um, yes, cheers.”

      Sally sipped her wine. This date wasn’t getting off to the best start. Between interrogating the waitress about the menu and scowling at the non-existent smudge on his wine glass, Wilfred hadn’t made a great first impression. Perhaps he was nervous and doing a poor job of hiding it.

      Determined to give the man the benefit of the doubt, Sally smiled across the table.

      “So, tell me a little bit about yourself, Wilfred. Lorna says you recently retired? Are you enjoying a life of leisure?”

      Wilfred gave a half-laugh and Sally was encouraged.

      “I like to keep busy,” Wilfred said. “I own some holiday rental properties, so there’s work to be done keeping those in order. I have some hobbies too. I paint watercolours and play golf and enjoy walking in the countryside. I’m also a member of a wine appreciation club.”

      “That sounds like my kind of club,” Sally laughed.

      Her attempt at humour didn’t go over as expected. Across the table, Wilfred frowned.

      “People always say that, but we take our wine appreciation very seriously. We’re not just there to drink or get drunk. We’re there to explore the world of wine and learn about the grapes and the terroir of each bottle. We have guest speakers and special tastings designed to broaden our understanding.”

      Sally was more than a little taken back by his tone. She hadn’t meant to offend him. “Well, it sounds fascinating.”

      “I think so, too. Do you know much about wine?”

      “I know I like to drink it.”

      Sally laughed, keen to lift the mood, but Wilfred waved off her comment as if he were swatting a troublesome fly.

      “There’s far more to wine than just the cheap plonk on sale at the supermarkets,” Wilfred said. “And there’s far more taste and enjoyment to be found, too.”

      “I’m sure that’s true. Although I must admit I’m happy enough with what I find at the supermarket and have never had any complaints with what I buy there.”

      This prompted another dismissive hand wave from Wilfred. Sally couldn’t help feeling a little irritated.

      “Once you’ve drunk real wine, you never go back to that supermarket gut rot,” Wilfred said.

      Sally was about to take him to task for this unfair description, but he was warming to his theme now.

      “Last week we tasted an exquisite cabernet sauvignon from a very special vineyard in Bordeaux that was just out of this world,” Wilfred said. “On the nose, there were hints of cherry and tobacco, and on the palette there were notes of chocolate and old leather, and with a long finish that made us all think of vanilla cake. It’s all about learning and knowing what to look for in a wine and valuing quality over quantity.”

      “Right.”

      In any other circumstances, Sally would’ve been only too happy to ask the man more about his interest in wine, but his haughty, self-important tone was borderline insulting.

      “You see, when it comes to wine, you need to understand the soil and the climate,” Wilfred continued. “You need to understand the winemaker and their style. You need to find out about the ageing process and how that affects the wine, how the winemaker brings out the expression, how the acidity affects the balance. It’s all quite complex.”

      “Yes, it certainly sounds that way.”

      He was lecturing her, rather than having a conversation with her, wagging his finger while he spoke as if correcting a wayward child. As Wilfred continued talking, Sally realised she didn’t like the man very much. Between his abrupt quizzing of the waitress about the menu and now the condescending wine lecture he was delivering, she realised Wilfred was an unpleasant sort of man and someone she wouldn’t usually chose to socialise with.

      As Sally glanced at her watch and wondered if she’d make it through to dessert, she wondered what Lorna was thinking setting her up on this date. Lorna had said Wilfred was a lovely man, but she must have seen a different side to him when they worked together.

      Across the table, Wilfred was still talking about wine. Sally got the distinct impression that her participation in the conversation wasn’t necessary. Zoning out, she sipped her wine, wondering briefly what Wilfred would have made of the house white served by the restaurant but too wary to ask in case he embarrassed her by loudly declaring it to be pig swill. Wilfred, she noted, had stuck to sparkling water when they’d ordered, but Sally knew she’d need at least a couple of glasses of booze to get through to the end of the evening, considering the company she was keeping.

      While Wilfred continued lecturing her on the world of wine, Sally’s gaze roamed the restaurant and settled on the man at the nearby table she’d recognised when she first arrived. Nick Maxwell, that was his name. He was the man Lorna had almost knocked for six when she’d sped past him in her car on Foxglove Street earlier in the week.

      Sally watched Nick and his date eating their food and chatting. Although now that she looked more closely, she realised Nick’s date seemed to be doing most of the talking. Any time he said anything, the woman chatted over the top of him. Sally caught a weary look in Nick’s eye as he finished his starter and set down his cutlery.

      He was a good-looking man. She’d thought so when they’d first met on Foxglove Street. Now, seeing him out of work clothes and wearing a smart shirt and tie and looking groomed, she decided he was even more good looking than she’d originally given him credit for.

      Nick picked up his wine glass, his gaze wandering across the restaurant as his date continued talking. When his eyes met Sally’s, she smiled and tipped her own wine glass in his direction.

      He returned her smile and her silent toast with one of his own, and his look sent her shiver running down Sally’s spine.

      “…so anyway, the point is you have to be prepared to pay for good wine and learn all about the winemaking process in order to develop your palette and find out what you most enjoy drinking.”

      Sally blinked and realised Wilfred had finished delivering his lecture. If he’d noticed she hadn’t spoken in the last five minutes, he didn’t let on. When their starters arrived a moment later, he dug into his food, poking at the side salad with his fork and pushing the calamari around the plate with a look of suspicion on his face before summoning the waitress and telling her he wasn’t happy with his meal.

      The dish looked fine to Sally, and her own starter was delicious, not that Wilfred asked her if her own food was okay while he sent his back to the kitchen. While he sat glowering and waiting for his replacement starter to arrive, Sally attempted to steer the conversation into new non-wine related terrain.

      It was hard work, though. Wilfred made for a terrible date—difficult, unpleasant, rude to the waiting staff, and so sour-faced he might as well have been sucking on a lemon. The sooner this evening was over, the better.

      Across the restaurant, Sally saw Nick watching as the waitress returned with a fresh starter for Wilfred. A look of wry amusement creased Nick’s face and Sally couldn’t help sharing in the laughter behind the man’s eyes.

      Focusing on her food, Sally tried to take an interest in Wilfred and spark up a new conversation, but his glum expression as he once more poked at his starter convinced her that he really wasn’t worth the trouble.

      Sally sipped her wine, her gaze travelling once more to Nick’s table.

      Yes, he was a good-looking man—a very good-looking man, indeed. If she was being set up on blind dates against her will, why couldn’t it at least be with someone like him?

      Sighing, Sally turned back to her dour-faced date across the table and steeled herself to get through the rest of the miserable evening.
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      Nick hailed a taxi on the high street at the top of Honeysuckle Lane and once Jennifer was inside it, he closed the door and waved her off.

      As the taxi departed, he let out a long sigh of relief. His ears were ringing after spending the evening with the woman, and her non-stop chatter had left his brain feeling like scrambled eggs. Despite repeatedly apologising for monopolising the conversation, she hadn’t seemed able to control herself.

      When they’d said goodbye, Nick was relieved Jennifer hadn’t mentioned anything about getting together again sometime. Perhaps she realised that simply wasn’t going to happen and wanted to save them both the awkwardness of pretending otherwise.

      Nick was about to walk along the street towards home, looking forward to the fifteen minute stroll and the opportunity to clear his head, when he realised his phone wasn’t in the pocket of his blazer. Patting his jeans pockets and coming up short, he realised he must have left the phone on the table back in the restaurant.

      Returning to the restaurant, he walked through the door just in time to see the waitress clearing the table where he’d sat.

      “I think I must have left my phone behind,” Nick said.

      The young waitress set down the coffee cups she’d just picked up and shifted the linen napkin Nick had left on the table, revealing his phone underneath it. Thanking the waitress, he turned once more for the restaurant door.

      Before he got there, Sally Shepherd and her date rose from their table and stepped ahead of him on their way out. Sally gave Nick an apologetic smile as her date all but barged ahead of him and pushed through the door.

      Nick caught the swinging door before it closed and held it open for Sally, wondering at the thoughtless man she was with and his failure to do the courteous thing and open the door for the lady.

      “After you,” Nick smiled.

      “Thank you.”

      Sally returned his smile and stepped outside.

      “It’s Sally, isn’t it?” Nick asked.

      “That’s right. And you’re Nick. It’s nice to see you again.”

      “You too. Did you enjoy your evening?”

      Before she could answer, they stepped out into the lane, where Nick saw Sally’s date already striding towards the high street at the other end.

      “Uh, I’d better catch up and say good night,” Sally said, giving him a quick wave as she hurried off.

      Nick nodded, watching Sally leave. When she reached the end of Honeysuckle Lane and caught up with her date, the couple paused and talked to one another briefly before the man shook Sally’s hand.

      The formality of the gesture, coupled with the man’s sour-faced expression, made Nick slow his pace as he walked along the lane. He watched as Sally’s date fished car keys from his pocket before getting into a parked car and driving off.

      At the end of Honeysuckle Lane, Nick watched Sally shake her head and blow out a breath as she buttoned her jacket. Not liking the idea of the woman being left on the street to make her own way home at this late hour, Nick moved to catch up with her.

      “Can I hail a taxi for you?” Nick asked when he reached her.

      Sally smiled and shook her head. “Thanks, but I’m looking forward to the walk home. To be honest, I need the fresh air.”

      Wondering if he ought to risk making assumptions, Nick remembered the unhappy expressions he’d caught on her face during her time in the restaurant. “I take it you didn’t have a good evening?”

      She let out a soft laugh. “I’m afraid not.” Tilting her head, she narrowed her gaze. “I got the impression you didn’t much enjoy your evening, either.”

      “It wasn’t a lot of fun, unfortunately. My daughter set me up on a date with someone she knows from work. It didn’t work out.”

      Sally’s eyebrows quirked. “I was on a blind date, too, and it was a disaster. My ex-husband’s wife set it up and I have no idea what she must have been thinking.”

      “You let your ex-husband’s wife set you up on a date? That’s a bit risky. Is this the same woman who almost ran me over on Foxglove Street the other day?”

      “The very same.”

      Sally laughed, the noise rich and musical on the autumn night air, and Nick felt an unexpected flicker of attraction surge through him.

      “Lorna is a menace,” Sally continued. “But her heart’s in the right place and I can only assume the man she set me up with tonight came across very differently when they worked together, because all I saw was an insufferable, condescending bore.”

      Nick barked out a laugh at her description. “You won’t be seeing him again, then?”

      “Not if I can help it.” Sally tucked her bag over her shoulder and nodded along the high street. “Anyway, I’d better make a move. Nice seeing you again, Nick.”

      “Wait, let me walk you home.”

      “It’s only fifteen minutes away. I’ll be fine.”

      “I’m either hailing a taxi or I’m walking you home. Your choice.” When she stared in surprise, Nick added, “I wouldn’t feel right just letting you walk off alone. It’s dark and I’d feel better knowing you got home safely.”

      Her smile returned. “All right. Thank you. Wilfred offered to drive me home, but to be honest if I had to listen to him lecturing me any more tonight about wine or golf or the ins-and-outs of the holiday properties he owns, I might have punched him in the face.”

      Nick chuckled. “I’m glad you saved yourself the trouble of an assault charge, but that’s no reason for you to find yourself walking home alone in the dark.”

      “It wouldn’t put you out of your way to come with me?”

      “Of course not. I was looking forward to a walk, too. My own date seemed like a nice woman but was a bit of a chatterbox and I wouldn’t mind clearing my head. The extra few minutes detour to Foxglove Street will be very welcome.”

      They fell into step together as they walked along the high street, making easy conversation about the restaurant and remarking on the food they’d enjoyed. When Sally told him about how her date sent back his starter because of some non-existent problem with what he’d been served, he told her about the awful story his own date had shared about undercooked and hairy chicken and how it had almost put him off his food.

      “We’ve both had quite a night of it, by all accounts,” Sally laughed. “I swear that’s the last time I’m allowing anyone to set me up on a blind date. I’m not even interested in dating.”

      “Me neither. I keep telling my daughter this, but she won’t listen.”

      “It sounds like we both need to put our foot down with our loved ones. We know our own minds, after all, and know what we want and don’t want. If we say we don’t want to go out on dates, we mean it!”

      “Beth, that’s my daughter, means well enough. I think she’s worried about me being alone and not having enough fun.”

      “That’s what Lorna said too. I suppose we’re lucky having people in our lives who care for us and want what’s best for us, even if things haven’t quite worked out tonight as planned.”

      Nick thought about this, curious about Sally’s relationship with her ex-husband’s wife. “You must get along well with your ex if you know his new wife well enough to agree to go on a date she set up for you.”

      “Trevor and I separated a long time ago but we stayed on good terms for our daughter Jess’s sake. We’re better friends now than we ever were while we were married. I think the world of Trevor’s wife, Lorna. She’s a nuisance, as tonight’s fiasco has reminded me, but I love her almost as much as I love Trevor.”

      “Wow, that’s… remarkable.” Nick tried to process what Sally had said. “My last divorce was so awful I can’t even bring myself to think about it, never mind imagine being friends with my ex.”

      “That’s sad but hardly uncommon.” Sally gave him a considered look as they reached the top of the high street and turned onto Foxglove Street. “You used the words ‘last divorce’ just then. Does that mean there’s been more than one?”

      Nick nodded and blew out a breath. “I’ve been divorced twice, I’m sorry to admit.”

      He decided it was best not to mention the engagement that was called off a week before the wedding, not wanting Sally to think he was some sort of walking disaster zone when it came to relationships. It surprised him to discover he didn’t want her to see him that way, and he didn’t want her to think he was hopeless.

      He was hopeless. But right then, that was something he’d rather not let Sally know. He was enjoying walking her home and enjoying her company, the crisp night air and autumnal breeze only adding to the moment.

      If Sally had questions about his two divorces, she kept them to herself. They’d only just met, after all, and Nick was relieved she didn’t pursue the topic any further, instead commenting on a fruit-laden apple tree they passed in someone’s front garden, before asking about his plans for the garden of the house he was renovating on the street as they passed by on the other side of the road. By the time he’d told her about the landscape work scheduled to begin in a few weeks and the tasteful shrubbery he’d asked the gardener to provide for the redesign, they were halfway along Foxglove Street and Sally was pointing to a semi-detached house with cheerful flower pots guarding the front step.

      “Well, this is me,” Sally said. “Thanks for walking me home, Nick.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      He was only sorry their time together was at an end. Their relaxed conversation all the way from the restaurant had caused the last fifteen minutes to disappear in the blink of an eye.

      Nick was about to wish Sally goodnight when her attention was drawn to something tucked in beside the flower pots at the front door.

      “I wonder what that is?” Sally muttered as she pushed through her front gate to investigate. Reaching down behind the plant pots, she came up with a small box in her hands. She lifted the flaps and looked inside.

      “Everything all right?” Nick asked.

      Sally’s expression switched from confused to amused. “Everything’s fine. This is just a box of bits and pieces one of my neighbours has dropped off for the history museum’s autumn exhibition.” Sally pulled a piece of notepaper from the box and read it. “My neighbour is off on holiday first thing tomorrow morning and wanted to get these things to me before she leaves. She must have come round when I was already out at dinner.”

      Nick glanced at the box Sally held, and when she looked up, she must have seen the question in his eyes.

      “I’m helping to run the history museum’s exhibition this year, you see,” Sally said. “I got drafted in at the last minute and happened to mention to a neighbour further up the street that I was lending a hand. She promised to give me some items she thought would make nice additions to the exhibition displays.” Sally closed the box and laughed softly. “So, that’s something else to add to my to-do list.”

      “Sounds like you’re being kept busy,” Nick smiled.

      “Always.”

      Sally removed house keys from her bag and Nick took his cue to leave.

      “Thanks again for walking me home, Nick.”

      “My pleasure, Sally. See you again, sometime.”

      “I hope so.”

      Her voice was warm as she said those last words and turned to unlock her front door. As Nick continued along Foxglove Street towards his house on the other side of Hamblehurst, a smile played at his lips.

      The dinner date at the restaurant had been a total disaster, but the night had taken a surprising upswing in the end, one that had put an unexpected spring in his step.

      Nick thought about Sally all the way home, the memory of her laughter on the cool autumn breeze playing like music in his mind.
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      Sally woke early on Saturday morning, just as the first light of dawn was colouring the sky outside her bedroom window. Enjoying the warmth of her cosy bed before getting up and starting her day, her mind turned to Nick Maxwell and the late evening stroll they’d enjoyed after leaving the restaurant last night.

      She’d enjoyed the fifteen minutes spent in Nick’s company infinitely more than the dinner date that had preceded it. Just thinking about the feat of endurance required to survive the meal with the awful Wilfred made her shudder.

      But thinking about Nick made her tingle with remembered attraction.

      “Foolish woman,” Sally muttered to herself with a chuckle as she threw back the duvet.

      She had enough on her plate right now without going down that rabbit hole. If the gruesome dinner at the restaurant with Wilfred had taught her anything, it was that she wasn’t interested in getting sucked into any more dating or relationship nonsense. She had lost an entire Friday night thanks to a blind date, and for nothing.

      Well, not quite for nothing. She had enjoyed the walk home with Nick.

      Shaking her head in amusement, Sally turned her attention to the packed Saturday that lay ahead. After working an early shift, she planned to head over to the history museum and work on the exhibition preparations for a few hours. Tomorrow afternoon, she’d be holding her book club and welcoming friends into her house for their regular get together, which meant she’d have to find time today to run the vacuum cleaner and flick the duster around to make sure the place looked decent. In the evening, she’d do a little more work on the museum exhibition paperwork.

      Sally loved busy days. She liked being on the go, getting out and about, and feeling like a useful part of her local community. After showering and dressing and bolting down some breakfast, she left the house and started her day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You haven’t finished your soup, Alfie. Didn’t you enjoy it?”

      Alfie Hill waved a hand at the bowl on the tray and shook his head. “I’m not very hungry today, Sally.”

      At the old man’s tired voice, Sally scanned his face. He looked a little pale. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “I’m fine. Just a bit worn out today for some reason.”

      Sally lifted the tray, worrying about the half-finished soup and untouched bread roll. “Shall I make you something else to eat for lunch?”

      Another head-shake from Alfie. “No, I don’t want anything. Perhaps I’ll feel like eating once dinner time comes around.”

      Sally didn’t like the idea of the old man not enjoying his lunch. He usually had a good appetite. But if he was feeling under the weather, he might not want much to eat.

      “You don’t feel sick or poorly or anything like that, do you?”

      “Nothing like that. Just a bit tired, Sally. Perhaps I didn’t sleep well last night.”

      Alfie glanced up from his armchair and gave her a smile, not as bright as his usual grins, but Sally was still relieved to see it.

      “Anyway, what’s new out there in the world?” Alfie asked. “How’s the museum exhibition planning going?”

      “It’s going just fine. There’s plenty to do, but we’ll get there in the end. I’m heading over to the museum to do some work just as soon as I finish my shift.”

      “Good for you.”

      “I was thinking, Alfie. Would you like to go along to the autumn exhibition? I could come and pick you up and take you over there and bring you home again afterwards.”

      Alfie waved a hand. “Thanks, but there’s no need to go to any trouble. You can fill me in on everything once it’s all over.”

      “It’d be no trouble. I bet you’d enjoy it.”

      Alfie gave a non-committal nod and Sally watched his eyelids flutter.

      “I think I might close my eyes for a nap, Sally, if you don’t mind.”

      “Good idea. Get some rest and maybe you’ll feel a little brighter when you wake up.”

      After washing the lunch dishes in the kitchen and preparing Alfie’s cold plate for dinner time and popping it in the fridge, Sally returned to the sitting room, where she found the old man fast asleep and snoring gently.

      She hoped he wasn’t coming down with a virus. He’d had such a bad run of luck this last year with one ailment after another, and it had taken its toll on the old man. Although there was nothing unusual about a man of Alfie’s advanced years feeling tired from time to time, Sally noted her observations in his folder so the evening care visitor would know he’d felt under the weather.

      Hoping he’d want a cup of hot tea when he woke from his nap, Sally left a flask on his tray along with a piece of cake wrapped in tin foil. After eating so little for lunch, the old man might be peckish later.

      Not wanting to wake him when he was sleeping so soundly, Sally left and locked up as quietly as she could so as not to disturb him. As she finished her shift and dropped her reports off at the office, her mind kept returning to Alfie Hill, her favourite care client.

      Perhaps he’d just slept poorly last night, as he said, and when she went back to see him tomorrow, he’d be back to his usual cheerful self.
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      By early afternoon, Sally was at the local history museum and immersed in fixing mounted photographs on a display board designed to showcase the Hamblehurst rambler’s club over the years. Working her way through dozens of donated photographs from club members, as well as the scrawled descriptions of rambling excursions from yesteryear provided by club officials, Sally patched together a thoughtful and attractive display board depicting the walking club over the years and the many members who’d come and gone.

      Through in the back room, Sally’s Foxglove Street neighbour, Olive Nimmo, was also hard at work, the two women chatting through the door to one another as they got on with their tasks. Olive had only begun volunteering at the museum during the summer and Sally was glad the older lady seemed to enjoy the time she spent there, lending a hand and making new friends.

      They’d enjoyed a tea break together half an hour ago and Olive, a tea jenny if ever there was one, would no doubt want to pop the kettle on again soon. Sally was glad she’d brought a bag of scones from the corner bakery on the high street to keep them going as they worked.

      Sally was satisfied that progress was being made with the many tasks listed in her notebook. With Marie Tyler now in hospital for her knee surgery and Hilary Barker off on holiday, it was up to her to see things through to the end. So far, things were in good shape. The new historical displays were in hand. The guest list was being wrangled. The schedule for the day itself was close to being finalised.

      By some miracle, everything was under control.

      No sooner had the thought formed in Sally’s mind than she heard a crashing noise coming from the office at the back of the museum.

      “Eek! Oh, my goodness! Help!”

      Abandoning the display board she was working on out front, Sally hurried through to find Olive wedged against the wall by a photograph display board that had fallen apart, its jointed support feet now skewed and wonky.

      “Oh, Olive! Are you okay?”

      Sally hauled the display board off the poor woman, allowing her to slip free. Olive rubbed at her shoulder where the top of the board had pinned her.

      “I’m fine,” Olive said. “Just a bit sore where this silly board hit me.”

      “What happened?” Sally leaned the broken board against the wall and glanced at the support feet, where the bolts and hinges were hanging loose.

      “I was just hauling this display board over here to get it out of the way,” Olive said, gesturing across the room. “The fixings must not be secure because as soon as I let go of it, the thing fell on top of me.”

      “Are you badly hurt? Do you need to see a doctor?”

      “No, I’m fine. I might have a bruise or two, but I’ll survive.” Olive peered at the display board. “Nigel Conners put this board together. He must not have fixed the screws and bolts in place properly. I didn’t think he looked like he knew what he was doing when he started working on the boards, but he insisted everything was all in hand.”

      Sally glanced at the other display boards lined up in the corner of the back office. “How many of these boards did Nigel build?”

      “Quite a few, I’m sorry to say.”

      They’d have to check every one of them to make sure they were safe. The last thing they needed was another board falling apart and hurting a volunteer when they were moving them around, and they certainly didn’t want any visitors being flattened by the things on the day of the exhibition.

      Sally sighed and grabbed her check-list notebook from a nearby desk where she’d left it. “We’ll make sure these boards are all examined for safety.”

      “Make sure whoever does it actually has an idea what they’re doing,” Olive said, still rubbing at her shoulder. “Nigel didn’t look too sure of himself when he was fiddling around with a screwdriver and bolting these boards together during the week.”

      Sally only wished she’d known this sooner. “We’d better fill out an accident report about what happened, Olive.”

      “Pfft, there’s no need for that,” Olive said with a dismissive wave. “We’ve got enough paperwork to deal with around here without adding an accident report.”

      “We need it for the museum’s insurance, and—”

      “I’m fine, Sally,” Olive interrupted and gave her a smile. “No harm, no foul, and we’re not getting ourselves bogged down filling out silly health and safety forms for no good reason. I’ll pop the kettle on. I’m sure I’ll be as right as rain after a nice cuppa.”

      Sally was about to debate the matter with the woman when the office phone rang.

      “I’ll get that,” Olive said, grabbing the receiver. “Hamblehurst Local History Museum. How can I help? … Oh, hello, Prue, how are you? … Oh! What a pity! Hang on, let me put Sally on. She’s standing right next to me.”

      Olive held out the phone to Sally. “It’s Prue Davis on the phone. She can’t make it in today to help finish the display boards you’re working on.”

      Sally took the phone and listened while Prue, another of the museum’s occasional volunteers, explained an unexpected change of plans that meant she could no longer help with the exhibit work she’d promised to take care of. As Sally listened and consulted her trusty notebook to find another time for Prue to turn up, she watched from the corner of her eye as Olive walked to the rest of the display boards lined up across the room, gave one a vigorous shake, and watched in bemusement as the thing felt apart at the hinges.

      While Olive gave her a look that said, We’ve got trouble on our hands, Sally dealt with the phone call from Prue and jotted in her notebook and wondered what else the afternoon would bring and what other minor disasters might unfold.

      So much for thinking everything was in hand. That’s what happened when you got cocky, Sally thought with a wry grin. Things immediately fell apart just to prove you were never in control to begin with.
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      Nick lined up the kitchen base unit, checked his measurements, and drilled the strut into the wall.

      “The kitchen fitter said he’d take care of all this when he gets back on Monday, Nick,” Ed said, leaning against the doorframe while he reviewed his clipboard. “There’s no need for you to do any of this.”

      Checking his line and grunting in approval when he saw everything was where it should be, Nick shrugged. “I don’t want us to fall behind schedule. And I enjoy getting my hands dirty, you know that.”

      The kitchen fitter should have started the installation at the Foxglove Street project on Friday but was called away to an emergency at another job. Although Nick had used the fitter many times before and knew he was reliable, he also knew that losing just a few days here and there on a property renovation often led to schedule snarl-ups later down the line.

      Wanting to stay on track, Nick had spent his Saturday installing the kitchen carcass. He enjoyed pitching in with the renovation work and keeping his skills fresh.

      When he’d first set up his property development business, he’d done a lot of the work himself on the houses he bought for renovation, because it was the only way he could turn a profit. These days, the business routinely contracted with tradesmen, but Nick still put his shoulder to the wheel in order to get each project over the finish line.

      He took pride in his work and it pleased him to know he’d grafted on every property he’d ever renovated. Each renovation kept his business going and paid his employees and contractors and gave him an income, but he also left behind a piece of himself in the work he did and the sweat equity he committed.

      It was no small thing to take a dilapidated or unloved property and turn it into something special, transforming it into a place that would become someone’s much-loved home. When done right and to a high standard, there was honour in the work and satisfaction to be found, and Nick took pride in the business he’d built and all it had allowed him to accomplish.

      Although he wouldn’t have this work or this business at all were it not for his late wife, Amanda, who’d pushed him to follow his dreams.

      Nick had worked as a site manager for a house building company for ten years when he first began thinking about going out on his own. After apprenticing as a carpenter and joiner as a young man straight out of school, he’d taken the job with the house building company after meeting Amanda and knowing instantly she was the one for him.

      Providing for his wife and, when she arrived, their beautiful baby girl, Beth, became Nick’s number one priority. His responsibilities as a husband and a father came first.

      The work he did to transform their own family home, a dated ex-council property on the outskirts of Hamblehurst, attracted admiration from everyone who ever visited. Although he’d thought about the possibility of going into property development as a career, Nick had hated the idea of risking his family’s financial security to chase after a dream that might end in failure.

      Amanda was the one who’d believed in him when he hadn’t believed in himself. Challenging him to risk some of their savings to buy a small flat in desperate need of renovation, she’d reasoned it would give him an idea of how it might work as a business venture.

      The profit he’d turned on that small flat stunned them both and was the trigger Nick needed to leave his site manager job with the house building company and set up his own property development business. Reinvesting the profit in another property, the business had quickly taken off.

      The days were long, the work hard, but the rewards made it all worthwhile. Nick treasured his beautiful wife, his precious daughter, his thriving new business, and thought he must be the luckiest man in the world.

      A year after Nick started his new business, Amanda died suddenly, aged just thirty-seven, tearing his world apart.

      Despite never being ill a day in her life, a ruptured cerebral aneurysm killed Amanda almost instantly. When Nick came home from work one late winter afternoon and found his wife collapsed on the floor, his world stopped turning.

      The paramedics who arrived on the scene within minutes couldn’t save her. She’d been dead for several hours by the time Nick came home, and he clung to the fact that he’d been the one to find her and not their daughter, who’d been at an after-school club that day.

      Reeling from shock, Nick stumbled through the disbelief and the grief and the horror of what had happened to his beautiful wife. With Beth just ten years old and heartbroken at the loss of her beloved mother, Nick turned every ounce of energy he had to caring for his daughter.

      There were times during those first dark years after Amanda’s death when he’d thought seriously about closing his new business and returning to paid employment. With his skills and reputation, he would’ve had no trouble landing a new job. The owner of the house building company he’d previously worked for even approached him not long after Amanda died to offer his condolences and tell him there was a job there for him should he want it or need it.

      The offer was tempting, more than tempting, and as a grieving widower with a young daughter to raise, the security of a salaried job was hard to resist.

      But whenever he seriously considered closing his business and going back to work for someone else, he heard Amanda’s voice in his head, urging him to keep going and do what he loved. Despite struggling with the unimaginable tragedy that had shattered his life and changed everything, Nick reminded himself that he’d taken the leap to go out on his own and work for himself because Amanda had believed in him.

      Closing his fledgling company would be one more loss heaped onto an already unimaginable bereavement. Giving up his business would mean giving up on the dreams he’d shared with Amanda and in which she’d believed.

      And so Nick had kept going.

      He worked and grafted and raised his daughter and loved her the best he could. All that mattered was Beth and helping her recover from her mother’s death. Raising her alone meant his business had to thrive.

      Doing the grunt work on the properties he bought saved him money, even if it cost time, but in those early days after losing Amanda, the hard labour of ripping out fixtures and fittings and installing new ones, plastering and painting, laying flooring and tiling, and more besides stopped him from thinking about how much he missed his wife and how much his heart ached whenever he thought of her and the life that had been stolen from them.

      Quite how Nick got through the first year after Amanda’s death, he’d never understand. But he did get through it, and so did Beth. Together, they made a new life for themselves and built a new future. Not a single day passed when Nick didn’t wish Amanda was still by his side, but with no option but to go on, that’s what he’d done.

      Putting his heart and soul and sweat into turning run-down properties into valuable assets that generated a lucrative income for his business still brought Nick deep satisfaction. That work had allowed him to raise his daughter and give her the security she needed following her mother’s death. Although Nick no longer needed the money the way he once had, and could easily retire and live comfortably off the business for the rest of his life, being idle held little attraction.

      So, while it was true he could leave the hard grafting to the tradespeople he hired for his renovation projects, Nick simply liked getting stuck into the physical work far too much to remain on the side lines. Which was why, when the contractor had delayed the installation of the new kitchen at the Foxglove Street house, Nick hadn’t thought twice about picking up his drill and measuring tape and getting to work.

      He had a good feeling about the Foxglove Street house and wanted to stay on schedule. Although there was much work remaining, he couldn’t wait to see the finished renovation. Nick took exceptional pride in every job he started, but something about the quirky old Foxglove Street house meant it had already found a special place inside his heart.

      As he finished screwing the base unit into place while Ed updated him on other matters related to the building work, Nick’s phone rang. Pulling it from his back pocket, he saw it was his daughter calling.

      “Dad, how did the date go last night with Jennifer?” Beth asked as soon as he answered.

      Nick frowned, wondering how to break the news to Beth that the night hadn’t gone the way she must have hoped it would.

      “I’m afraid it wasn’t a great night in the end, Beth,” Nick replied, leaving Ed in the kitchen while he stepped outside into the overgrown back garden to take the call.

      “Oh no! What happened?”

      The disappointment in her voice made him sorry things hadn’t worked out. “Jennifer seems like a nice woman, but we just didn’t hit it off.”

      “I don’t get it. I was so sure you’d have a good time together. Jennifer’s so sociable and outgoing and fun. Are you sure you gave her a chance?”

      “I’m sure. But to be honest, I hardly got to say anything the entire night. She’s, um, a bit of a chatterbox. Anytime I tried to say anything, she cut me off.”

      “Oh, I see.” Beth paused, as if mulling this over. “Well, it’s true she loves to talk. She’s the life and soul of the teacher’s staff room, but I just assumed that in a one-to-one dating situation she’d be brilliant company. Maybe if you got to know her better you might see things different? Maybe if you had another date together she might be more relaxed?”

      “I don’t think that’s on the cards.” Nick had no interest in seeing the woman again and was keen to make sure Beth understood this. “But listen, why don’t you and I go and eat at that Italian restaurant sometime? It would be my treat to thank you for the gift card and for thinking of me in the first place.”

      “Okay, sure.” Her tone was deflated. “I’m sorry, Dad. I thought you two would get on well together.”

      “It’s just one of those things.”

      “There’s another teacher I know from a school over in Dewhaven. She used to work here in Hamblehurst, but moved away, and we keep in touch. She might be perfect for you, Dad. Her name is—”

      “Beth, I don’t want you to set me up on any more blind dates,” Nick said. “I mean it. I didn’t have fun last night and I’d rather not endure a repeat experience with someone else.”

      “But—”

      “Seriously. I’m happy as I am, Beth.”

      His tone must have got through and made Beth understand he meant what he said.

      “I’m really sorry, Dad. I wish things had worked out.”

      “Let’s just forget it. Anyway, what are you up to today?”

      Nick listened while Beth filled him in on the busy Saturday she’d spent so far and the things she’d got up. When she asked how he was spending his weekend and he mentioned the kitchen fitting he’d begun at the Foxglove Street property, she sighed down the line.

      “You can’t work all the time, Dad.”

      “I’m enjoying myself. It’s been a long time since I dealt with a new kitchen installation from scratch and it doesn’t hurt to remind myself how it’s done.”

      “Are you there all by yourself? That makes me sad.”

      “Ed’s here. He brought cheese pasties for lunch, too.”

      “It sounds like you’re living the good life,” Beth said, her tone droll.

      “I’m a simple man, Beth.”

      That got a laugh out of her. He wished his daughter didn’t worry about him and how he was spending his time. He really was pretty content.

      After talking to Beth for another few minutes, they hung up. Nick was about to start on the next base unit in the kitchen when his phone rang again. When he looked at the screen, he expected to see his daughter’s number there, and hoped he wasn’t about to be subjected to another campaign to get him out on yet another miserable blind date.

      Instead, he saw the number for the estate agent who’d sold him the Foxglove Street house. Nick answered the call.

      “I’m so sorry I didn’t get back to you before now about the box of old belongings you found in the attic,” the estate agent said. “We placed a call to the previous owner’s daughter, as you asked, but she only called us back today after returning from a work trip.”

      “Would her father like me to drop this box off at your office?”

      “Actually, no. She spoke to her father and explained about the old photographs and paperwork you found. It took a while to jog his memory, but he says the box was already in the attic when he bought the house with his late wife. They’d always meant to track down the previous owner, but never got around to it. As the items don’t belong to him, he’s happy for you to dispose of them.”

      “Oh, okay. Well, thanks for letting me know.”

      After hanging up, Nick thought about the box up in the attic. Fetching it down, he poked through the items inside, glancing at the old photographs and newspapers and paperwork and other bits and pieces. He’d assumed the items belonged to the previous owner and that the old man would be glad to have them returned. Realising they were unwanted left him feeling oddly sad, and the idea of tossing the box of old forgotten photographs into the bin didn’t sit well with him.

      “What’s all this?” Ed said, returning to the kitchen where Nick had brought the box from the attic.

      “It’s just some old stuff I found up in the attic when I was measuring the place last week for the loft insulation. I thought it belonged to the previous owner, but it doesn’t. He’s given me permission to throw it all out.”

      Ed shrugged. “Want me to cart the box out to the skip?”

      “No.” Nick had no idea why the thought of chucking the box of belongings into the skip made him feel uncomfortable, but it did.

      He rifled through the contents again, glancing at the old photographs and musty paperwork. Near the bottom he found old notebooks, their pages scrawled with ink and, from what he could tell, recording the minutes of some sort of local community organisation or club, the entries dating back to the nineteen nineties. There were a few thick envelopes stuffed with yet more paperwork, old pamphlets announcing a plant swap the Hamblehurst gardening club had been held thirty years ago, and more besides.

      Nick couldn’t bring himself to just dump all these old bits and pieces, forgotten for so long in the attic and now unearthed at last.

      An idea occurred to him, and he thought back to last night when he’d left the restaurant following his disastrous blind date and walked Sally Shepherd back home to Foxglove Street. When they’d reached her front door, she’d found a box tucked beside the plant pots and mentioned how a neighbour had left items for her to add to the local history museum autumn exhibition materials.

      Sally said she was involved in running the event. Nick wondered if she’d like to have the box of old photographs and whatnot for this museum exhibition she was organising?

      It couldn’t hurt to ask.

      And asking would give him the chance to see Sally again, too.

      Nick blinked as this new and surprising thought sunk in.

      He’d enjoy seeing Sally again. Their walk back to Foxglove Street last night had been the highlight of his evening. Remembering the sound of her warm laughter in the autumn air as they’d strolled along together filled him with a longing he hadn’t felt in years.

      Nick closed the flaps on the musty cardboard box.

      “The little local history museum over on the market square might find this stuff interesting,” Nick told Ed and glanced at his watch. “I think they’re open on Saturday afternoons, so I’ll run over there now with it and that’s one less thing to deal with.”

      “What about the last kitchen base unit?” Ed said, pointing to the one remaining carcass section waiting to be drilled into the wall.

      Nick waved a hand. “It’ll keep until the kitchen fitter turns up on Monday. Considering how much work I’ve done here for him today, he should get this lot finished in no time. Make sure we adjust the contract terms in the meantime. I’m not paying the fitter for work I ended up doing myself.”

      “No problem, boss,” Ed said, making a note on his clipboard. “If you’re finished here, I’m finished, too. There’s a pint with my name on it down at the Royal Oak pub.”

      Nick laughed and picked up the box from the attic. “Come on, then. I’ll walk you over there.”
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      After saying goodbye to Ed as he ducked into the Royal Oak pub on the high street for his Saturday afternoon pint, Nick continued towards the market square and the local history museum on the far side. The afternoon was cool, the autumn breeze sending handfuls of leaves tumbling from the trees around the grassy square, and although it wasn’t yet four o’clock, the light was already draining from the sky.

      Pushing through the old-fashioned wooden doors of the museum, Nick went inside. In all the years he’d lived in Hamblehurst, he’d never once ventured into the little museum, not having much interest in such things. When he saw the quaint interior and the quirky exhibits laid out around the place, he regretted not taking the time to visit. The museum was obviously well loved by volunteers and visitors alike.

      Judging by the stacks of half-finished display boards shuffled to the far side of the room and the marketing materials piled up on the floor that announced the forthcoming autumn exhibition, there was a lot happening around the place and much busy work in hand.

      A bell tinkled above the door as it swung closed behind him, but there was no one behind the small wooden counter that stood on the far side of the room. Nick heard voices coming from the back, where a narrow corridor led to a half-open door and another room beyond.

      “I’ll be right with you,” someone called out and Nick recognised Sally’s voice.

      A moment later, Sally herself appeared, carrying a notebook and pen in one hand and a screwdriver in the other. When she saw him, a smile lit up her face.

      “Hello, Nick,” she said. “What brings you here?”

      Nick held up the box he’d brought. “I found this up in the attic of the house I’m renovating on Foxglove Street, and the previous owner doesn’t want it back. It’s just a load of old photographs and local paraphernalia, but I didn’t feel right about tossing it all in the rubbish. I remembered you mentioned something about an exhibition the museum is putting together and thought there might be something here worth looking at.”

      Sally’s smile widened. “That’s nice of you to think of us. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      Nick set the cardboard box on the counter top and opened the flaps. Before either of them got the chance to look inside, there was a shout from the room through the back.

      “Sally! You’d better hurry back with that screwdriver! I think this board is about to fall over again!”

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Sally muttered and rolled her eyes. “Give me a minute, Nick, will you?”

      Ditching the notebook and pen and keeping hold of the screwdriver, Sally turned for the back office.

      “Is everything okay?” Nick called after her.

      “Everything’s fine,” Sally replied over her shoulder. “We’re just having trouble with our wobbly display boards. I’ll be right back.”

      Unable to stand by while some DIY-related emergency was unfolding, Nick followed Sally to find out what was going on. When he reached the small office at the back of the museum, he found her already crouched on the floor beside a large display board, which another woman was holding upright.

      Nick watched Sally apply the screwdriver to the fittings at the base of the board before shaking her head.

      “I can’t twist the screw any tighter, Olive.”

      “Well, it’s still unstable. Until we figure out what the problem is, we’ll have to lean it against the wall to stop it toppling over again.”

      “Do you mind if I take a look?” Nick said.

      Both women turned and looked at him.

      “Oh, there’s no need for you to do that,” Sally said. “You only came by to drop off a box of old stuff.”

      “It’s no trouble.”

      Nick rolled up his sleeves and walked over. Taking the display board in both hands, he felt the lack of stability in the fixtures holding the thing together. Nick glanced at the brackets in place along the base and between the two folding sides of the display board.

      “These brackets haven’t been attached properly,” he said, before choosing his next words carefully. “Um, did you build these displays yourselves?”

      “No,” Sally and Olive both said in unison, and Sally added, “Another museum volunteer, Nigel, put them together for us.”

      “Okay, it looks like he might have put the screws in at an angle, and the brackets are in the wrong place along the base.” Nick nodded to the screwdriver Sally was holding. “Pass that over and I’ll fix it for you.”

      “Are you sure?” Sally said.

      Nick nodded. “It’ll only take me a few minutes and I’m pretty handy with these sorts of things. While I do this, you could look through the box I brought and tell me if there’s anything the museum might want for this exhibition you’re putting on.”

      Sally smiled. “Thanks, Nick. I appreciate that.” She glanced at the display board he was about to repair before her gaze travelled to the half dozen others lined up against the wall. “Actually, we think all the boards might need checking. One of them already fell on poor Olive this afternoon and we don’t want anyone else getting flattened on account of Nigel’s shoddy workmanship.”

      “I’ll make sure they’re all solid,” Nick laughed and got to work.

      “You’re a gentleman!” Olive said. “I’ll pop the kettle on and make tea. I think we all need another cuppa.”

      “No more tea for me, Olive,” Sally said. “You’ve got me swimming in the stuff.”

      While Olive chortled and wandered through to another room that led off from the office—the kitchen, Nick assumed—Sally returned to the front of the museum to examine the box of photos and whatnot he’d brought.

      Nick got to work on the botched bracket installation on the display board. It wouldn’t take long to fix the problem and make the boards safe and secure.

      Knowing he was helping Sally with the spot of bother she’d run into made the work even more worthwhile.
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      Sally returned to the museum counter and peeked inside the box Nick had brought, touched at how the man had thought of the museum when he’d found these things and taken the time to drop by.

      His willingness to help them repair the wobbly display boards touched her even more. No doubt he had plenty of other things he’d rather do with what remained of his Saturday afternoon.

      Sally was lifting a stack of old photographs from the box when the museum door swung open, the bell tinkled, and Lorna wafted inside.

      “There you are!” Lorna said, scuttling towards the counter. “I’ve been trying to track you down all afternoon. Don’t you ever check your phone, woman?”

      Sally glanced around, trying to remember where she’d put her phone, and found it tucked on a shelf beneath the counter. When she flicked the screen, she saw several missed messages from Lorna.

      “Sorry, I’ve been busy all day,” Sally explained. “I was working this morning and I’ve been here all afternoon dealing with one thing after another.”

      “How did the date go last night with Wilfred?” Lorna asked, her expression filled with excitement. “Did you have a good time?”

      “No, actually, I didn’t. I had a terrible time. Why on earth did you set me up with that dour-faced bore of a man?”

      Lorna blinked in surprise. “What are you talking about? Wilfred’s neither dour nor boring! He’s a lovely man!”

      “Well, some other fella must have turned up to meet me for that date last night, because the man I met was fussy, patronising, and the worst company I’ve had in years.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “What do you mean, am I sure?” Sally couldn’t help laughing at Lorna’s astonished expression. “He sent back food that was perfectly fine, lectured me about wine and golf for half the night, and didn’t show the least bit of interest in anything I had to say.”

      Lorna frowned and pulled out her phone. “That doesn’t sound like Wilfred. Let me get to the bottom of this.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m phoning Wilfred to find out what happened.”

      “I just told you what happened!”

      Lorna held up a hand as her call connected. “Wilfred! It’s me, Lorna. Listen, I wondered how things went last night when you had dinner with my friend Sally…”

      Lorna wandered off to the other side of the museum to continue her phone call. Sally shook her head, bemused all over again. She didn’t need Lorna acting as chief investigator for the dinner date from hell, not when Sally already knew the reason it was a disaster was because Wilfred was an insufferable dullard.

      While Lorna chattered in the corner, Sally flicked through a few of the old photographs from the box Nick had brought. The faded images depicted what looked like club gatherings and get-togethers, the people in the photos gathered around and smiling for the camera. Sally thought she recognised a few of her fellow Hamblehurst residents in the images, albeit younger looking than they were now. Some photos showed the local gardening club, proudly showing off their home-grown flowers and vegetables, and Sally knew some shots would be perfect for the gardening club display board they were putting together.

      “What’s all this?”

      Sally turned to see Olive approaching, cup of tea in hand and her eyes bright with interest as she scanned the box on the counter.

      “Nick dropped off this box of old photos and bits and pieces he found inside the loft at the house he’s renovating on Foxglove Street,” Sally informed her.

      “That was thoughtful of him. Oh, are those photos of the gardening club?”

      Sally nodded. “I was just thinking it’s a lovely stroke of luck these have come our way, considering we’re looking for some more things to finish the gardening club display.”

      “What lovely serendipity,” Olive smiled and nodded to the back office. “This Nick, is he a friend of yours?”

      “I only met him earlier this week.”

      “He seems like a nice man. And very kind of him to help us mend those display boards Nigel botched up.”

      On the other side of the small museum, Lorna was winding up her phone call.

      “Yes, all right, Wilfred. Talk to you soon. Cheerio.” Lorna hurried back over to the counter, where her gaze fell on Olive.

      “Oh, hello there,” Lorna said. “I don’t think we’ve met, have we?”

      “I’m Olive Nimmo, a neighbour of Sally’s from further along Foxglove Street,” Olive replied. “I also pitch in here at the museum to lend a hand.”

      “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Lorna, Trevor’s wife. Do you know Trevor, Sally’s ex-husband?”

      “I can’t say I do. Although when we get together for Sally’s book club, his name does come up from time to time in the conversation, especially if he’s dropped off any lovely home-cooked goodies lately.”

      “Well, he’ll be thrilled to hear that.”

      Sally smiled in amusement as the two women chatted. Perhaps if they kept it up, Lorna would forget to tell her whatever had transpired during her phone conversation with the dreadful Wilfred and she’d be able to put the whole sorry episode firmly out of her mind for good.

      “Well, now I’ve spoken to Wilfred, I think I’ve got to the bottom of what happened,” Lorna said at last.

      No such luck then, Sally thought to herself. “Oh?”

      “It turns out he had a rather unpleasant conversation with his ex-wife right before he met you for dinner last night,” Lorna said. “She’s stirring things up about the financial side of their divorce settlement and claiming he hid assets from her solicitor. Apparently, she wants the whole thing reopened and is pursuing legal action. As Wilfred heard all this just a few hours before he met you for dinner, it explains why he was out of sorts.”

      Sally listened to this explanation, unimpressed.

      “That does sound upsetting. But it doesn’t explain why the man was downright rude and condescending to me for the entire night.”

      “What’s all this about?” Olive asked.

      “Lorna set me up on a blind date and it was a total disaster. Now she wants to make excuses for the man and force me to go out with him again.”

      “I’m not making excuses,” Lorna said, exasperated. “I’m giving you the facts.”

      “Lorna, if you’d been there last night at the restaurant when Wilfred was lecturing me about wine and golf, you’d understand what I’m talking about.”

      “He enjoys wine and golf! What’s wrong with him talking about things he enjoys?”

      “Nothing’s wrong with it. But he wasn’t talking about those things. He was lecturing me about them. He was a condescending buffoon the entire night.” Sally let out a bemused laugh. “No one is more happy to chat about wine than I am, Lorna. I’m a big fan, as anyone who comes along to my book club knows only too well. But Wilfred dismissed everything I had to say on the topic and made me feel foolish.”

      Remembering the man’s aloof tone almost had her shuddering all over again.

      “And as for the golf talk, well, I know many men his age love their golf, and that’s perfectly fine. But he just kept talking and talking about it. Even when I tried to say a word or two about a few of the big name golf players I happen to have heard of, he just sniffed and kept talking about what he wanted to talk about. I might as well not have been there.”

      “Well, that does sound unfortunate,” Olive said.

      “I’m sorry it wasn’t the best night out,” Lorna said. “But Wilfred is aware he didn’t make a very good first impression and is very sorry about it. If it wasn’t for this upsetting news he received from about his ex-wife’s legal action, he says things would have been very different. He’d love the chance to take you out again to make up for last night.”

      “Absolutely not,” Sally said.

      “But I’ve known Wilfred for years and never found him to be anything other than kind and pleasant,” Lorna said. “Yes, he enjoys his hobbies and perhaps on reflection I remember a few occasions when he got a bit carried away talking about those things. But I’m sure if you go out with him again, you’ll see a different side to him.”

      “I’m sorry, but there is no way I’m subjecting myself to spending any more time with that unpleasant man. End of story.”

      Lorna scowled and looked set to continue haranguing Sally about the matter, but Nick emerged from the back office just then, screwdriver in hand.

      “I’ve fixed all the display boards through in the office,” Nick said. “They’re safe and secure now.”

      “Lovely!” Sally said, delighted. “Thanks ever so much, Nick.”

      “Happy to help.” He nodded towards the display boards on the far side of the museum. “Shall I look at those, too?”

      “If you’re sure you don’t mind?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Oh, hello again!” Lorna said. “It’s Nick, isn’t it? We met at the pub quiz last Sunday.”

      Nick smiled and nodded. “That’s right. Nice to see you again, Lorna.”

      “Nick was at the pub quiz on Sunday,” Lorna informed Sally, as if she might not have heard what he’d just said. “He and his daughter joined our quiz team.”

      “I know,” Sally said.

      Lorna frowned. “You do?”

      “Nick happened to mention it when I rushed to his aid on Monday afternoon after you almost knocked him down in your car.”

      “I did no such thing,” Lorna said, scowling.

      “Yes, you did. I was there and saw it with my own two eyes. After you stopped to chat to me on Foxglove Street, you tore off down the road and almost clipped Nick as he was getting out of his car.”

      “Well, my goodness, I had no idea.” Lorna shook her head, baffled. “I’m very sorry, Nick. Are you okay?”

      Nick, who seemed to have found this entire exchange endlessly amusing, nodded. “I’m fine. I leapt out of the way before you did any harm.”

      Nick laughed as he pantomimed diving off the road and Lorna’s cheeks turned red.

      “Gosh, I had no idea.” A thought seemed to occur to her. “I hope I haven’t almost hit anyone else while driving around without even realising it.”

      “Perhaps you need a driving refresher course,” Olive said, her eyes twinkling.

      “Perhaps I do.”

      Sobered by this idea, Lorna looked anxious, all thoughts about the awful Wilfred now apparently forgotten. Sally was grateful Nick’s appearance in the museum had thrown Lorna off her game. As Nick walked off and got to work on the display boards stacked on the other side of the museum space, Sally turned back to the box on the counter she still hadn’t finished looking through.

      “So, are you two… a thing?” Lorna asked Sally in a low voice, flicking her eyes towards where Nick was at work on the display boards.

      “No, of course not!” Sally said.

      “Hmm, that’s a pity. He’s a fine-looking man. Perhaps you should go out with him.”

      “Honestly, Lorna, what’s the matter with you? First you try to set me up with your awful friend. Now you’re trying to pair me off with a man you don’t even know.”

      “I just want you to be happy!”

      “If you want me to be happy, then stop sticking your nose into my private life.”

      Lorna bristled at this. “Fine. I’ll leave you to your own miserable devices from now on.”

      Olive chuckled and picked up her handbag from a shelf beneath the counter. “Well, as much fun as it is listening to you two ladies bickering, I’d better get myself home. I promised to cook dinner for Walter tonight.”

      “And as I’m not wanted around here either, I’ll make myself scarce, too.”

      “Of course you’re wanted, Lorna,” Sally said with a grin. “It’s your nuisance meddling that’s not welcome.”

      “Hmmf.”

      “Are you all right to lock up once you’re finished here, Sally?” Olive asked.

      “Of course. I’ll be leaving soon anyway.”

      “See you later.”

      Lorna followed Olive to the door and Sally waved the women off. As the bell tinkled behind them, Nick rose from the display boards he’d been working on.

      “The screws are wonky on a couple of those boards and it looks like they’ve been damaged when they were first put in,” he said. “I’ll come back with new ones to finish the job.”

      “I don’t want you going to any more trouble than you already have, Nick. You’ve already done us a huge favour helping stabilise the other display boards.”

      “It’s no trouble. There are always plenty of spare screws knocking around in the work van and I never start a job I don’t mean to finish.”

      Sally smiled. “Thanks for helping. That’s one less thing on my check-list I need to sort out.”

      Nick nodded to the box of things he’d brought for her to look at. “Anything in there that looks useful?”

      “Absolutely, although I haven’t had a proper chance to dig through it all yet.”

      Pulling a few stacks of photographs from the box, Sally removed notebooks and thick envelopes and pamphlets, spreading everything out on the counter. While the museum couldn’t make use of everything, and there’d be at least some old rubbish in the box that would be destined for the bin, she was determined to look for anything that might add colour and interest to the autumn exhibition.

      While she flicked through the photographs, Nick examined the other items she’d unearthed. Sally’s gaze fell on a sheet of paper folded at the bottom of the box, the paper thick and heavy and its edges torn and brown with age.

      Something about the thick leaf of paper had her reaching inside and lifting it out.

      Unfolding it, Sally scanned the page, taking in the meandering ink lines and careful penmanship of the printed words, her eyebrows bunching in curiosity.

      “What have you got there?” Nick asked.

      Sally smoothed the sheet of paper on the counter, still scanning its contents. “I’m not sure.”

      Nick tilted his head to examine the piece of paper as Sally traced her finger along the wavering lines drawn on the page and the words printed there.

      “It looks like a map,” Sally said. “Or at least, it looks like a drawing of something that might be a map.” She pointed to the printed words. “Although I’m not sure what it’s supposed to be a map of. If these are place names, I don’t recognise any of them.”

      Together, they squinted at the sheet of paper and the words printed there. There were three sets of printed words—or place names—on the map, each one illustrated with a small drawing, almost like a little icon. Sally glanced at each in turn.

      Beside the words ‘Pumpkin Place’ there was a gorgeous pumpkin complete with triangle eyes and a toothy grin. Next to the words ‘Apple Cider Lane’ there was a drawing of a bright red apple. And finally, beside the words ‘Autumn Leaves House’, there was an oak leaf coloured in a mix of brown and russet tones.

      “I’ve never heard of anywhere called Pumpkin Place,” Nick said, tapping a finger on the page. “And as for this one, Autumn Leaves House, well, I don’t know of any properties around here called that.”

      “Me neither.” Sally ran her fingers over the green swirls that seemed to suggest trees and woodland before pointing to the final set of printed words. “Apple Cider Lane. I have no idea where that is. If these are places in Hamblehurst, or anywhere around here, I don’t recognise them.”

      Together, they gazed at the illustrated sheet of paper for a moment longer. Something about the hand-drawn map—if that’s even what it was—appealed to Sally.

      “Someone took a lot of time and care to draw this,” she said. “I wonder what it’s for.”

      Nick tapped at the pale blue line running north-west to south-east across the page. “If that’s supposed to be a river, it could be the River Hamblehurst where it flows through the town. Visually, it looks about right.”

      “Maybe, but why’s this Autumn Leaves House written here in that case? I’ve never heard of anywhere around here with that name, either. If these are place names, they aren’t familiar.” Sally shrugged and smiled. “Whatever it is, it’s a mystery. Someone took a lot of care to draw this and I can’t help wondering why.”

      “Would any of the other museum volunteers know anything about it?”

      “They might. I’ll ask them. That’s a good idea.” Sally checked her watch and began gathering the items back into the box. “I ought to get this place closed up. I’ll go through the rest of this stuff later, if that’s okay with you?”

      “Of course. Take whatever you want. Anything you don’t want, well, I suppose it might as well go in the rubbish, since it doesn’t seem to belong to anyone.”

      Sally glanced at the box of photos and old mementoes. “Hopefully we can use as much as possible. I don’t like the idea of these old memories ending up being tossed out.”

      “Me neither, which is why I brought it all over. I hoped there’d be a home for some of the old stuff here.”

      They exchanged a smile. Sally saw a thoughtful look on Nick’s face, as if he was thinking about saying something but was unsure whether to proceed.

      “I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation with your friend, Lorna,” he said. “You’re definitely not interested in going out again with the man she set you up with last night at the restaurant?”

      Sally barked out a laugh. “No, I’m not even remotely interested in seeing him again.”

      Nick nodded and shoved his hands in his pockets. “I don’t suppose you’d like to have dinner with me tonight, would you?”

      “Oh, well…” She hadn’t expected the question and it caught her off-guard.

      “We don’t have to go anywhere fancy,” Nick said. “After we both had such a rotten time of it last night, it might be nice to remind ourselves that eating out is supposed to be fun.”

      Laughing, Sally found herself nodding. “Yes, why not? I’d like that. Thanks, Nick.”

      He seemed surprised she’d accepted his offer. “Good. Do you have much more to do around here?”

      “A few bits to clear away and then I’ll lock up. It shouldn’t take long.”

      “I’ll go home and change out of these work clothes and pick you up at your place in, say, an hour or so? We could grab a drink somewhere first and decide where we want to eat.”

      “Perfect.”

      After Nick left, Sally lingered at the counter, wondering if she’d done the right thing accepting his dinner invitation. Last night’s debacle with the awful Wilfred hadn’t exactly filled her with confidence, and she dreaded the idea of a repeat experience.

      But she knew instantly there was no chance of that happening with Nick. The walk home they’d shared last night made her tingle just thinking about it, and while such a girlish feeling was entirely foolish, there was no denying she enjoyed the man’s company.

      Even as they’d stood there in the museum, poking around in the box of old things he’d found in the attic of the house he was renovating, she’d felt nothing but comfortable in his presence, and had enjoyed puzzling over the strange hand-drawn map they’d found.

      Glancing at the musty old piece of paper, Sally picked it up and tucked it into a clear plastic exhibit pocket for safe keeping, before sliding it inside her handbag. Although she’d planned to leave the item behind at the museum, so she could ask the other volunteers if anyone had any clues about what it depicted, she felt a sudden urge to take it with her. Perhaps she and Nick could pore over the strange map again before dinner and see if they came up with any fresh ideas about the cryptic place names—if they even were place names.

      Solving the puzzle of the map Nick had discovered struck Sally as a fun way to spend time.

      Almost as fun as spending time with Nick.

      Sally tidied up the counter, locked up the museum, and headed home to Foxglove Street to change and spruce herself up a bit before Nick arrived to take her out.
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      Nick watched Sally run her fingers over the plastic pocket in which the mysterious map was now stored, her expression a picture of pure fascination. Her hair fell over her face in a soft wave as she concentrated, and she didn’t even notice the barmaid collecting their empty glasses from the table and asking if they wanted another round.

      Smiling at Sally’s total immersion, Nick nodded for the barmaid to bring fresh drinks.

      “Are you sure you’ve never heard of anywhere called Apple Cider Lane?” Sally asked, glancing up from the map.

      “Never,” Nick replied. “It’s an unusual name and not something I’ve ever seen around this area.”

      “I was just thinking the same thing. We have plenty of flowers and trees in our street names around Hamblehurst and in the towns and villages beyond, and if it was just Apple Lane, it wouldn’t seem unusual. But Apple Cider Lane? That is definitely unusual.”

      “Add in these other places printed on the map—Pumpkin Place and Autumn Leaves House—and you’ve not only got the autumnal theme going on, but something sort of, I don’t know… cute?”

      Sally’s eyes lit up. “Exactly! It all sounds incredibly cute. Which makes me wonder if this is a real map after all.”

      “I was only guessing when I said the blue wavy line looked like the River Hamblehurst where it flows through the town. But when you live somewhere long enough, you know the layout like the back of your hand, and the moment I saw this piece of paper, I thought of Hamblehurst because of the shape of the river.”

      “If those marks actually are meant to be a river, then I agree it does look like our river here in town. But there isn’t much else to go on.” Sally flicked a hand at the map. “It’s just a few squiggly lines and some printed words and these pretty little illustrations. It could mean anything or nothing. Of all the things I pulled out of that box you brought over to the museum, I don’t know why it’s this scraggly piece of paper that’s niggling at me.”

      “Maybe you like the idea of the mystery.”

      “Maybe I do,” Sally laughed. “This strange little map, or drawing, or whatever it is… well, it’s a real puzzle.”

      The barmaid arrived with their drinks. “Would you like to see our food menus?” she asked.

      Nick looked at Sally. “What do you think? Shall we eat here or go elsewhere once we finish these new drinks?”

      “I’m quite content here.”

      “We’ll take a look at the menu, thanks,” Nick told the barmaid.

      When she returned with the menus, they glanced at the options and settled on their choices. After the barmaid left to deliver their orders to the kitchen, Nick watched Sally sip her wine and settle deeper into the booth they’d chosen near the fireplace. Flames flickered in the hearth, the ambient chatter around them was pleasant but not too loud, and Nick felt comfortable across the table from Sally, enjoying her companionship and conversation even more than he’d expected.

      Inviting her out tonight for dinner had come out of the blue, but as the flames in the fireplace lit Sally’s eyes in the reflected glow, he was glad he’d acted on impulse.

      “I’m glad your dinner date didn’t work out last night,” Nick said. “I’m not glad you had a horrible time, obviously. But I’m glad it gave me the chance to walk you home.”

      He saw colour flush her cheeks a pretty shade of pink.

      “Same here,” she said, her voice softer than before. “I’m sorry we both had terrible dates, but maybe if it hadn’t been for that, we wouldn’t be here now.”

      They exchanged a long look across the table, and Sally gave him a warm smile.

      “It’s always nice to make new friends,” she added.

      Her use of that word—friends—sent an unexpected bolt of disappointment straight through him. Instantly, he knew that just being friends with this woman wouldn’t be enough. Despite telling himself over and over again that he no longer had any interest in women or romantic entanglements, the short time he’d spent with Sally Shepherd already had him questioning his choices.

      Glancing across the table at Sally, he thought he saw something more in her eyes than just the prospect of friendship. The intensity of her gaze made him wonder if she felt the same way he felt. Was it wishful thinking on his part? Or just a trick of the light from the flames dancing in the fireplace?

      Nick allowed himself a wry smile as he sipped his beer. He’d been around long enough to know there was never any point in rushing these things. Sally was here with him, sharing a drink and about to share dinner, too, and that was enough.

      For now.

      “So, tell me more about the house renovation you’re doing on Foxglove Street,” Sally said. “It sounds like a big job.”

      “There’s a lot to do, but so far things are going to plan,” Nick replied, glad to be back on safer conversational territory. “The building is sound and the biggest part of the work involves fitting a new kitchen and bathroom, and renewing the plumbing and electrics. And we’re opening up the living space, too, which always helps attract family buyers. Beyond that, we’re refinishing the hardwood floors, repairing some plasterwork, and of course, painting and decorating. And sorting out the garden, too, but that’s a lot less work than it seems, despite all the overgrown shrubbery.”

      “I’m exhausted just thinking about it all. How do you even know where to begin?”

      “Once you’ve been doing this for a couple of decades, you start to get the hang of it,” Nick laughed. “It’s all about project management, getting the right people doing the right jobs at the right time, and sticking to a schedule.”

      “Have you always been in the property business?”

      Nick nodded. “I learned my trade as a joiner and carpenter for a house building company before I tried my hand at a few property renovations and decided to go out on my own. The business has had its ups and downs, like any business does, but it’s doing well and I’ve got projects lined up until next spring to keep us busy.”

      “Do you still enjoy it?”

      “I love it. I love taking a property that’s run down, for whatever reason, and bringing it back to life and turning it into a home for a new family to enjoy.”

      Across the table, Sally smiled. “You talk with a lot of passion about your work.”

      “As far as earning a living is concerned, I wouldn’t want to do anything else. Whenever I’ve had tough times in life, and I’ve had plenty, burying myself in a house renovation has always been my way of escaping.”

      Nick hadn’t meant to share such a personal remark, but found himself uttering the words before he realised it. Something about Sally made him want to open up and talk about himself in a way he rarely did.

      “I know just what you mean,” Sally said. “My job as a social carer will never make me rich, but I like knowing I’m doing something useful for others and being of service to them. It’s the same with the charity work and volunteering I do around town. It makes me feel like I’m making a difference. Anytime things feel a little rough in my life, I double down on doing what I can for the clients I visit as a carer and helping to make their lives just a little easier during the short time I spend with them, and that makes me feel better.”

      “It takes a special sort of person to look after frail and elderly people who need kindness and compassion. I can see how you’d be perfect for the job.”

      Once more, Nick saw her blush at the compliment.

      “Have you always worked as a social carer?” Nick asked, wanting to know more about Sally and her life.

      “No, only for the past eight years. Before that, I bounced around between different things. I did some office work for a while, and had a call centre job, which I hated, and a few other things. After my divorce, I was unsettled and looking for a new direction, and it took a while to find my way. I never imagined social care would be right for me, but I enjoy it.”

      “Was your divorce tough?”

      A wistful look crossed Sally’s face. “Not tough, no. But it was sad. I was sad my marriage was over. Trevor, my ex-husband, felt the same way. We just didn’t love one another anymore and didn’t want to stay together. It made me sad when I thought back to our younger days, when we’d been so much in love and so thrilled with our life together. I never imagined that time would ever end. But it did.”

      Shaking her head, she gave a small shrug. “Trevor and I were relieved to end a marriage that no longer worked for either of us, but we were both sad to say goodbye to what we’d once had. Although I was glad to move on, it took me a while to find a new direction in life, and all the job-changing I did at that time was no doubt because of how unsettled I felt. It’s not easy starting again in life, even when you know it’s what you have to do and what you want to do.”

      “I know just what you mean. Although in my case, starting again hasn’t led me where I thought it would. I think I’m still reeling from my last divorce, if I’m being honest.”

      Once more, Nick was astonished to find himself sharing these personal details with someone he barely knew. Even with his daughter, Nick rarely spoke about his romantic misfortunes, mostly because it embarrassed him to talk about how stupid he’d been.

      “What happened?” Sally asked. “Unless it was so awful you don’t want to talk about it?”

      Nick sipped his beer and let out a wry laugh. “I rarely talk about it, actually, but I was the one who brought it up, so…” Trailing off, he wondered how best to explain the mess he’d got himself into. “Her name was Lucy and I should never have married her to begin with. We were completely wrong for one another. Lucy enjoyed living the high life and thought I’d be happy to finance her extravagances. It was only once we were married that I realised she was only interested in my money. At first, I tried to give her what she wanted, but it was never enough. When I finally vetoed the expensive holidays she always wanted to go on and the luxury cars she wanted to buy, she thought I was being unfair. I just thought I was trying not to go bankrupt.”

      Sally laughed softly. “That sounds hard.”

      “It was my own fault. Lucy was full of life and fun, and I let myself get carried away without thinking things through. I proposed before I really knew her and I paid the price.”

      “You must have got engaged quite quickly after meeting her if you feel you didn’t really know her after all?”

      “Another mistake in a long line of them. In my business life, I’d never make a decision of that magnitude without thinking it through and doing proper due diligence. But over the course of a few years in my personal life, I made one mistake after another and never seemed to learn from any of them.”

      Sally sipped her wine and gave him a studied look. “You said you’d been divorced twice?”

      “Divorced twice in the space of six years.”

      “Ouch. That must have been very tough.”

      He nodded and gave a wry smile. “Add in a third engagement that was cancelled one week before the wedding day, and it gets tougher still. Not to mention even more embarrassing.”

      Sally’s eyes widened at this revelation and the look of shock in her expression made Nick wonder why he’d told her any of this. Their meals hadn’t even arrived yet, but after hearing the summary of his tale of relationship woe, Sally would be heading for the door any second now. No woman would want to get involved with a man who’d made so many stupid mistakes.

      But the shock in Sally’s expression quickly eased into one of empathy.

      “It sounds like you’ve had a terrible time and some terrible luck,” she said. “No wonder you didn’t want your daughter to set you up on that blind date last night.”

      Nick laughed, grateful for her light-hearted comment. The bar maid arrived with their food and Nick hoped the distraction might steer the conversation back to safer territory, before Sally came to her senses and saw him for the hopeless case he was.

      But when she spoke again, he accepted that wasn’t going to happen.

      “How does your daughter feel about your bad luck in the marriage department?” Sally asked after sampling her pasta dish.

      “Beth feels bad for me and doesn’t want me to be alone or give up on relationships forever. Hence the blind date.”

      “What about Beth’s mother? Has she remarried and had any better luck than you?”

      The question caused Nick to freeze with a forkful of steak halfway to his mouth, the ache of loss blooming fresh inside his heart on account of Sally’s innocent misunderstanding. It took a long moment for him to trust himself to speak.

      “Beth’s mother, Amanda, died twenty years ago,” he said at last.

      Now it was Sally’s turn to freeze, her eyes wide in shock.

      “I’m so sorry, Nick, I had no idea,” she said, her knife and fork clattering to her plate. “I just assumed the two of you were divorced. I’m sorry, I feel so stupid.”

      “Don’t say that. You had no way of knowing.” He took a deep, steadying breath and offered her a kind smile. “To be honest, Amanda’s death isn’t something I talk about much.”

      Sally’s gaze searched his, her eyes full of compassion. “You still miss her.”

      “Every day.”

      Emotion caught in his throat. Seeing his expression, Sally reached out and grasped his hand. The comfort of her touch was as welcome as it was soothing.

      “What happened?” Sally said, her voice almost a whisper.

      “It was very sudden. Amanda had a ruptured cerebral aneurysm. We only found out what happened after the post-mortem. I came home to find her lying on the floor. It was the worst moment of my life. Well, actually, that’s not true. Telling my ten-year-old daughter that her mother was dead, that was the worst moment of my life.”

      “I can’t even begin to imagine it, Nick.”

      Sally squeezed his hand again and he saw tears glistening in her eyes. Part of him was touched by her obvious sympathy, while another part of him regretted plunging their conversation into such dark terrain.

      “You must have gone through some very hard times after she died,” Sally said.

      “Amanda was only thirty-seven when she passed away. No one expects to be widowed at that age. But I had to look after my daughter and she was the only thing that mattered. And I had to keep my business going, too, if I wanted to put food on the table. Amanda was the one who’d pushed me to set up the company, the one who’d told me to go for it, and I didn’t want to let her down.”

      “You haven’t.”

      Nick shrugged. “I think I did a decent job of raising Beth after Amanda died. And the business had done well. But after the mess I’ve made these past few years with doomed marriages and disastrous divorces, I can’t help thinking Amanda would have a few choice words for me.”

      His amused tone lifted the mood and he was pleased to see Sally smile.

      “Everyone makes mistakes in life,” she said. “And everyone has a run of bad luck from time to time.”

      “I didn’t even think about dating until Beth was off at university. It wasn’t easy getting back out there again. But Beth didn’t want me to be alone, and I didn’t want to be alone, either. Quite how I messed things up badly enough to end up divorced twice, and with an abandoned engagement thrown in for good measure, is anyone’s guess.”

      Nick laughed and waved a hand.

      “At least you tried.”

      “I tried. And then I gave up.”

      “With good reason, by the sounds of it. Don’t be so hard on yourself, Nick.”

      Sally’s warm smile across the table brought comfort, the same comfort he felt from where her hand still rested on his. Glancing down to see their fingers interlocking, he stifled a gasp at how natural it felt to feel her warm hand against his skin.

      When Sally’s gaze followed his, she shifted in her seat before removing her hand and picking up her fork again. The moment she broke contact, Nick missed her touch.

      “After Trevor and I divorced, I always assumed I’d find someone else and get married again and live happily ever after,” Sally said, looking thoughtful as she moved pasta around her plate with her fork. “But I just never met anyone I wanted to be with. Eventually, I realised I enjoyed my own company, enjoyed my independence, and couldn’t really be bothered faffing around with men who just weren’t worth the trouble. I don’t think of it as giving up, so much as coming to my senses.”

      Surprised by the wisdom of her comment, Nick laughed. “But you managed to reach this conclusion without leaving a trail of relationship destruction in your path. In my case, giving up feels more like admitting defeat.”

      “Maybe you lost a few battles. That doesn’t mean you lost the war.” She waved her fork in the air and grinned. “Although the conflict metaphor probably says something about my own dim view of romance these days, too.”

      “Finally, someone who understands me. Where have you been hiding all this time?”

      The joke got a laugh, as he hoped it would. Nick liked the sound of Sally’s laughter, the sound a bright ripple that was the perfect mix of warmth and sensuality.

      Sensuality? Where had that thought sprung from? Nick gulped down some beer and then, thinking better of it, swallowed half a glass of water to clear his head before he forgot himself altogether.

      If Sally noticed his sudden embarrassment, she didn’t let on as she ate more of her pasta. Picking up her napkin to wipe her mouth, she did a double-take to where the hand-drawn map lay on the edge of the table.

      Narrowing her gaze, she squinted at the map before lifting it up and tilting it beneath the overhead lights of the pub.

      “What is it?” Nick asked.

      “I think I see something I didn’t notice before.”

      Sally pulled the map from inside the clear plastic pouch and tilted it once more beneath the lights. A baffled frown appeared on her forehead and she shook her head as if mystified before laying the map down on the table between them.

      “This might sound crazy,” she said with a dry laugh as she pointed at the map. “But can you see the words ‘Treasure Map’ written across the top here?”

      Setting down his knife and fork, Nick tilted his head to where the map was laid out between their dinner plates, his gaze falling to the spot where Sally was tapping her index finger. All he could see was the blank space at the top of the page, and the worn edges of the paper.

      “I can’t see anything written there… oh, wait.” Nick reached out and shifted the map so the light fell from a different angle, tilting it the way Sally had done only a moment earlier.

      As the light landed across the thick sheet of old paper, Nick caught a glimpse of the faint outline of words.

      Treasure Map.

      “I see it!” he said, laughing as the faded lettering fell into focus. “It’s not easy to make it out, but it’s there. It says ‘Treasure Map’, just as you said.”

      “Thank goodness. I thought I was losing my marbles.”

      “If you are, then I am too.” Nick peered at the piece of paper. “I think the words have been written along the top and then erased, and what we can see are the indents left behind by the pencil. That’s why it’s so faint compared to the other words written here and which we can see just fine.”

      “Do you think this really is a treasure map?” Sally’s eyes were bright with excitement and amusement.

      “I don’t know. I suppose it could be. Although we’re still no closer to working out what this is a map of. We still don’t know where any of these places are.”

      “If you’re right, and this is meant to be the River Hamblehurst,” Sally said, tapping at the blue line that meandered across the page, “then perhaps all these other words are place names chosen with a treasure map in mind.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m just throwing out random thoughts here as I have them, and this might sound bonkers, but if this is a treasure map, then perhaps these strange place names—Apple Cider Lane, Pumpkin Place, Autumn Leaves House—are code names for real places?”

      Nick stared at Sally for a long moment before looking back at the faded old map. “Um…”

      “I know, it sounds silly, doesn’t it?” Sally said, wincing. “It was just a thought that popped into my head, but I realise it’s sort of daft. Only, the thing is…”

      When she stopped talking, Nick glanced up from the map. “What?”

      “Okay, bear with me here. When my daughter Jess was small, she went to Sunday school at the local church for a while. I remember one Easter when the people running the Sunday school decided to have some extra fun activities for the children. Instead of a simple Easter egg hunt, they put together an Easter treasure map, along with clues for the kids to solve, and they hid chocolate treats around Hamblehurst for them to find. I remember Jess having the time of her life, running around with her little friends, going here and there around the village, searching for the chocolate treasure. I might not have remembered it at all except all the parents were so grateful to the organisers for keeping the kids occupied for an entire weekend afternoon during the school holidays.”

      Nick laughed, remembering only too well the gratitude he’d felt as a young father when other responsible adults took charge of keeping Beth entertained for a while.

      “Beth never went to Sunday school, so I don’t know anything about an Easter treasure hunt, but it’s obviously stirred your memories.” He tapped the map, thinking over what she’d said. “I suppose there’s no reason why this couldn’t be something similar to that Easter treasure map. Perhaps it was a fun activity for kids to enjoy one autumn. Perhaps this was an early draft of a map, and it just got folded up and stored away and forgotten about inside that box I found in the attic.”

      Sally nodded, her gaze also returning to the map. “That sounds reasonable. Although the little drawings beside the printed place names on this map are far more detailed than anything I remember from that Easter treasure hunt map Jess had all those years ago. I can’t help but thinking someone took a lot of time and care over this map we’ve got here, and put a lot of effort into the sketching and drawing and printing, even if it was never quite finished.”

      “So, what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying I’d like to dig into this more and see what we can find out,” Sally said. “Seeing this old sketched map that someone took such time over has made me remember that Easter treasure map Jess ran around with for days on end afterwards, and how excited she was to tell me all about the treasure hunt she’d enjoyed.” Sally tapped the map on the table. “If this map was meant for some similar purpose, for some sort of fun treasure hunt, I’d like to get to the bottom of it.”

      “I don’t see any signs on the map of where the treasure was supposed to have been hidden. There’s no X-marks-the-spot.”

      “No, but if there were clues that were supposed to be used alongside the map, perhaps those would have led people to the treasure?”

      Nick nodded, accepting her point. “But we don’t have any clues. All we have is this tatty old map.”

      “Maybe there’s something else in the box you brought over to the museum. I haven’t gone through all the contents yet, and there were lots of other things in there. For all we know, there is a list of clues waiting there for us.”

      It was hard not to get caught up in Sally’s enthusiasm, her eyes bright with fun and interest.

      “Maybe. We could take a closer look at what’s still inside the box.”

      “And perhaps there are people around Hamblehurst who might remember something if we show them this, and who can tell us what it is, what it was for, what the treasure was, if there actually was any, and who put it all together in the first place. And if anyone has any of that information, perhaps I could collect a few stories from them and add an extra display to our history museum’s autumn exhibition.”

      “That sounds like a lot of work.”

      “I know.” Sally bit her lip and looked uneasy. “Do you think I’m crazy?”

      Nick glanced again at the old tattered map. “Actually, no. You’re right that a lot of care and attention has been put into this sketch, and someone stored it in that box in the attic rather than throw it away. It would be nice to find out why. And it would be nice to find out if there are any map clues lurking undiscovered inside the box. I agree that there’s something attractive about getting to the bottom of the mystery. It’s caught my attention just as much as it’s caught yours.”

      He couldn’t explain why exactly, but the strange little map had captivated him, just the same as it had captivated Sally. When he’d found the box of old things in the attic at the house on Foxglove Street, he’d been reluctant to just dump everything in the rubbish, and hoped some items might find a home. After seeing Sally’s obvious fascination with the sketched map, and her desire to understand what it was about and what it had once been for, he saw no reason not to help her find some answers.

      “Perhaps it’s the wine talking,” Sally said, nodding to her glass of red as she tucked the old tattered map back inside the plastic document wallet. “And perhaps what we have here is just a silly sketch and nothing more. But the more I look at those sweet illustrations of pumpkins and autumn leaves and bright red apples, and see the care that was taken to depict this map, the more I want to discover what this is all about and get to the bottom of the mystery.”

      Nick grinned. “Me too. Let’s see what we can find out.”

      Raising her glass, Sally returned his smile. “To our strange little quest.”

      “To our strange little quest.”

      They clinked glasses and laughed. As they returned to their meals and the conversation moved on, Nick found himself still glancing at the old sketched map on the table between them, the indented outline of the vanished words ‘Treasure Hunt’ just visible along the top of the page.

      The old tattered map might be just that—an old tattered map, and nothing more. But in his gut, Nick knew he’d saved that box of forgotten memorabilia for a reason. Already, the old box of things had led him here, to this evening and this meal, and to the woman sitting across the table from him.

      Whatever came of their strange little quest, as Sally had called it, the box of forgotten things had already brought something wonderful and unexpected into Nick’s life, and for that, he was grateful.

      And already hoping for more to come.
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      When Sally woke on Sunday morning, the first thought in her head was of Nick.

      Last night, after they finished their pub meal, Nick had walked her home. Two nights in a row the man had escorted her to her door, and she wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      Or what to make of the butterflies he sent fluttering inside her stomach whenever he was near her.

      Not since she’d been a young woman in her twenties had she experienced such overwhelming attraction to a man. Even the idea of it made her laugh. At fifty-five years of age, wasn’t she a bit long in the tooth for a crush?

      Well, if she was, she didn’t care. She enjoyed Nick’s company, enjoyed talking with him, enjoyed the way his eyes twinkled when he laughed. Before they’d parted outside her door last night, there’d been one long, delicious moment when she’d thought he might kiss her, his gaze lingering on her lips as he said goodnight. In the end, he’d simply smiled and then walked off along the garden path, a perfect gentleman.

      As she’d got ready for bed last night, Sally had found herself wondering what it would be like to kiss Nick. She hoped she’d have the chance to find out. The meal they’d shared together and the easy enjoyment of his company made her think that, for both of them, there was more going on here than just two people who were becoming friends.

      Lying in bed, savouring the peace of a quiet Sunday morning, Sally let that thought simmer for a while. After Friday’s disastrous blind date with the dreadful Wilfred, her instinct was to steer clear of men, just as she’d been doing happily enough for years now. But with Nick in the picture, that choice now held little attraction.

      Last night’s meal with Nick had been fun. Poring over the mysterious old treasure map she’d found in the box he’d dropped off at the museum had been fun, too. Considering it was little more than a tattered old sketch, it was strange how much the map had captured her interest. Perhaps it was those sweet illustrations beside the whimsical place names that had lured her in. She wanted to get to the bottom of the mystery—and it was a mystery, of that Sally was sure.

      Was it a treasure map? Was it some coded map of Hamblehurst, as Sally had speculated? The idea seemed fanciful. Then again, if something fanciful were to happen, it would be right here in Hamblehurst, in this quaint little Hampshire town where Sally knew odd but lovely things happened with surprising regularity.

      Other people might have looked at all the old stuff in the box Nick found and decided to chuck it in the rubbish, but Nick hadn’t done that. Sally was glad. Something about the old sketched map called to her, even although she knew that was just as silly as the crush she had on the man who’d found it.

      Well, there was nothing wrong with indulging in a bit of silliness from time to time. At her age, Sally had earned the right to be frivolous.

      Smiling as she thought of the mysterious old treasure map, Sally rose from bed and started her day. As usual, there was plenty to be getting on with. Although she wasn’t working a shift today, the book club ladies would be assembling later that afternoon at her house, and she was looking forward to seeing them. The ladies had generously agreed to shift their usual get-together from Saturday to Sunday, so Sally could make progress with the museum autumn exhibition work, and now she wanted to make sure her book club friends enjoyed a lovely visit to her house.

      As she’d spent yesterday evening with Nick, there was still cleaning to be done at home, nibbles to prepare, and wine to buy before the book club kicked off later that afternoon. Perhaps once they’d discussed their latest read, a pacy thriller that Sally knew would have pleased the other book club members, she would tell the ladies about the old treasure map and ask if any of them knew anything about it.

      It would make quite the conversation starter. Not that the ladies of the book club needed much help in that department.
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      “Who wants more wine?” Sally called out to the assorted ladies gathered in her sitting room and chattering amongst themselves.

      “Oh, yes please, Sally!” said Denise Burke, a long-standing book club member in her mid-forties and one of Sally’s Foxglove Street neighbours from the other end of the road. “Fill my glass to the brim!”

      Sally laughed and poured the wine, not quite to the brim but not far off it. “Make sure you eat more of those mini sausage rolls to soak up all this wine, Denise. I don’t want you passing out halfway down the street once you leave here.”

      “As if,” Denise said, taking a drink of wine. “I’m up to the challenge.”

      “I’ll take another top-up too, dear,” said Olive Nimmo, holding out her glass. “But not too much. I don’t have Denise’s constitution.”

      “Are you still enjoying coming along to the book club?” Sally asked Olive as she filled her glass. As a new member of the club, Sally wanted to make sure the older lady felt welcome.

      “I’m loving it,” Olive said. “I enjoy reading the books we chose, but most of all I love coming along and chatting with all you lovely ladies.”

      “We’re a terrific bunch,” said Janet Weaver, one of Sally’s friends from the charity shop where she volunteered a few hours each week. “And we’re glad to have you with us.”

      Sally continued pouring wine, topping off Janet’s glass as she made her way around the gathering. The remaining ladies all refused a fresh glass of wine, saying they’d had a grand time but had other things to get on with now that the book chat was over, and once goodbyes were exchanged around the room, Sally escorted the departing women to the door and waved them off.

      Returning to the living room, where only Olive, Denise and Janet still lingered with their wine, Sally gaped at the leftover food spread out on the table.

      “Tuck into those nibbles, ladies,” Sally said. “I made too much as usual, but with half the book club leaving earlier than I expected, there’s far too much left over.”

      As the ladies refilled their plates with sausage rolls and other nibbles, the conversation turned from the pacy thriller they’d read for their book club meeting and towards other bits and pieces of chitchat. Sally settled into her armchair with her wine glass and plate of food, happy to see her friends enjoying themselves.

      “How are things going with the museum’s autumn exhibition?” Denise asked. “Olive was telling me she was the one who talked you into running the event now that Lorna has run off with her fancy man?”

      “Yes, our Olive can be quite persuasive,” Sally laughed.

      “I simply know outstanding talent when I see it, and think that talent ought to be put to full use,” Olive said with a sly grin.

      Sally rolled her eyes. “Well, at least you’re helping too, Olive, after volunteering me to get us over the finish line with the exhibition.”

      “Team work will get us there in the end,” Olive said. “Everything will be fine. And I must admit I’m enjoying helping where I can.”

      “You’ve become quite the social gadabout lately, Olive, from what I hear,” Janet said with a warm smile.

      “That’s true,” Olive replied. “Last winter was rather tough and lonely for me, and I found myself somewhat cut off from the world. But since the spring, I’ve enjoyed a lovely new lease of life and have been getting back into the thick of things again.”

      “Thank goodness, too,” Sally said, “or we’d be even deeper in the weeds with this museum exhibition than we already are.”

      “Nonsense. I’m only doing a few things here and there,” Olive said. “Marie and Hilary are the key volunteers and did most of the heavy lifting along with Joanne Burnham, before she took off for pastures new, and now you are bearing the brunt of the hard work. I’m not doing nearly as much as you are, Sally.”

      “Do you need extra volunteers?” Denise asked. “I can find a few spare hours if there are things to be done and no one to do them.”

      “Yes, me too,” said Janet. “And I could always switch around a few of my volunteering hours at the charity shop if you’re desperate.”

      “Thank you ladies, you’re very kind,” Sally said, touched by this offer. “But I think we’ll be just fine.”

      As Sally had already upended her charity shop volunteering shifts in order to pitch in at the history museum, she didn’t want Janet doing the same thing and leaving the manager there in a pickle. The charity shop survived on a wing and a prayer as it was, without the volunteers playing havoc with the rotas.

      “Well, you know where we are if you need anything,” Denise said.

      “Actually, there is something I wanted to ask you all.”

      Sally set down her wine glass and went through to the kitchen to fetch the so-called treasure map she’d left on the dining table. When she returned, she held up the old piece of thick paper, still inside the protective plastic sleeve.

      “This will sound completely mad,” Sally said, giving the ladies an amused smile. “But yesterday, we received a donation of old things at the museum, and although I haven’t finished going through all the contents yet, I’ve found myself fascinated with this item.”

      Sally held up the plastic sleeve. The three women gathered on the sofa all peered at it, their brows furrowing.

      “What is it?” Denise asked, shifting to the edge of the sofa to see better.

      “Is it some sort of map?” Janet asked. “I don’t have my glasses with me.”

      “Oh, is this something you found in the box that lovely young man, Nick, dropped off?” Olive asked, her eyes bright with interest.

      “Who’s Nick?” Denise wanted to know.

      “One question at a time, ladies!” Sally laughed. “Yes, Olive, this was in the box Nick dropped off.” To Denise she said, “Nick Maxwell. He’s renovating a house further down Foxglove Street and found a box of old stuff in the attic. Rather than throw it all out, he thought the history museum might be interested in some of it.”

      “And so what is this a map of?” Janet said, still peering at the contents of the plastic sleeve. “It looks like a drawing more than it looks like a map, Sally.”

      “You’re right, it’s hand-sketched, but it’s also definitely a map of something,” Sally said. “If you look closely, you’ll see how intricately drawn the details are.” She passed the plastic sleeve to Janet. “See those pretty illustrations and the printed place names? A lot of care has been taken creating those, which is why it caught my interest.”

      Janet studied the map while Olive and Denise peered over her shoulder.

      “Apple Cider Lane?” Denise said. “Where’s that?”

      “And what about Autumn Leaves House? I’ve never heard of it, have you?”

      “Is this supposed to be Hamblehurst?” Olive asked and pointed to the meandering blue line on the page. “This twisting blue line looks very much like the River Hamblehurst where it flows through the town.”

      “Yes!” Sally said, delighted. “That’s exactly what Nick thought, too.”

      “Now that you’ve said it, that’s what it makes me think of too, Olive,” Denise said. “But if this is the River Hamblehurst, then what about these other place names? I’ve never heard of any of these.”

      “I don’t understand,” Janet said. “Why are you so fascinated with this? I agree that these little illustrations are quite charming, but beyond that, I don’t see what’s got you so interested.”

      “Let me show you something you might not notice otherwise.” Sally reached out for the map, pulled it from the protective sleeve, and tilted it beneath the table lamp next to the sofa. She pointed to the area at the top of the thick sheet of paper, and at the space she’d thought was empty until she’d looked a little closer.

      “Can you see the faint outline of words written here?” Sally asked her friends.

      The three women leaned closer, each one of them focused on the area of the page where Sally was pointing.

      “Oh, my goodness!” Olive said with an amused chuckle. “Does that say ‘Treasure Map’?”

      “I think it does!” Denise said.

      “That’s what I see, too,” Janet agreed.

      Sally grinned, happy her friends could see what she and Nick had noticed last night as they’d pored over the old hand-drawn map. “Someone printed the words ‘Treasure Map’ on here and then erased them. Maybe this was an early sketch of the map they were drawing. Or at least, that’s what one idea we came up.”

      “We? Who’s we?” Olive asked.

      “Nick and I chatted about it a little last night over dinner.”

      Olive’s face lit up at this, and Denise and Janet both gave Sally a surprised smile.

      “You went out to dinner with a man?” Janet asked, obviously amazed.

      “Wait, is this the same person you had the blind date with the other night?” Denise asked.

      Sally shuddered and shook her head. “No, that was a complete disaster from start to finish. Well, except for the fact that Nick was there at the restaurant at the same time and having just as much of a rotten experience as me, too. He was also on a blind date and hated every minute of it. We got talking after we left the restaurant, and, well, the upshot of it all is that we ended up having dinner together last night.”

      “Well, that’s rather surprising,” Olive said, her face a picture of astonishment. “When your friend Lorna popped into the museum yesterday afternoon and asked if you were interested in Nick, you rejected the idea out of hand.”

      “Only because I didn’t want Lorna meddling in my personal life any more than she’s done already,” Sally said and rolled her eyes. “After Friday night’s disaster, I’d rather keep her out of my romantic life.”

      “So there’s actual romance going on with this Nick bloke?” Janet asked. “You’re always telling us you’re not interested in getting involved in anything like that.”

      “I’m not. Or at least, I wasn’t.” Sally couldn’t hide her smile. “Nick’s a lovely man. But we’ve only just met, and only had one meal together, and that was only as friends. I’m not about to get carried away with romantic notions like some foolish girl.”

      On the sofa, the three women exchanged knowing looks.

      “Right, that’s enough of that, you lot,” Sally laughed. “I didn’t show you this tatty old map in order to talk about my love life. I showed it to you because I want to know if it rings any bells. The map was in amongst old photographs and paperwork related to various Hamblehurst social clubs over the years. As all three of you have lived here for ages, and been involved in lots of civic things, too, I wondered if this old map looked familiar?”

      “I’ve never seen it before,” Denise said.

      “Me neither,” Janet added. “Although I admit to being intrigued, just as you are Sally. Those printed place names are cute, aren’t they?”

      “Yes, they are,” Sally said. “But they’re not real place names. At least, they’re not real place names anywhere around here.”

      “That’s true.” Denise looked at the map again, frowning. “Apple Cider Lane. That sounds a bit… cute, don’t you think?”

      “Yes, I completely agree,” Sally said. “Which is why I can’t stop thinking about this map and these place names and these sweet autumn-themed illustrations of pumpkins and whatnot.”

      “But there are no places around Hamblehurst with any of these names printed out on this map,” Janet said.

      “I wondered if these names beside each of the little illustrations might be code names,” Sally ventured. At her friends’ baffled expression, she explained further. “If this is a treasure map after all, as the erased title at the top seems to suggest, then it might use coded place names so that only those who solve the puzzle can find the treasure.”

      The three women seemed to think about this. When Denise looked back at Sally, she had a worried expression on her face.

      “So, um, Sally do you think this is a real treasure map that leads to real buried treasure?” Denise asked.

      “No, of course not!”

      Denise let out a breath. “Thank goodness. I thought you might be going round the bend for a minute there.”

      Perhaps it was something in her friend’s gently scoffing tone that made Sally bristle. “But who’s to say there isn’t buried treasure somewhere out there, Denise? I’m not saying there is, only that until I know what this map is all about, we can’t rule it out.”

      “It’s just an old scrap of a drawing, Sally,” Denise said mildly. “I wouldn’t get too caught up in it.”

      “I’m not caught up, not exactly. It’s just that someone kept this for a reason. We don’t know who it belonged to, or who drew it, or what it was for. If it was just a piece of old rubbish, why was it stored inside the box Nick found alongside photographs and so on?”

      “People keep all sorts of rubbish they really ought to chuck out,” Janet said.

      “I know, and I know I might be looking for something that isn’t there,” Sally said. “But these sweet little illustrations and the care taken over this sketch, it’s got under my skin. After I found this map in the box Nick gave to the museum, it made me remember an Easter treasure hunt Jess took part in at Sunday school years ago when she was just a little girl. The Sunday school folk put a little treasure hunt map together for the kids to enjoy and they all had a blast searching for the hidden chocolate treasure. A lot more work has been put into this old sketch in comparison, and that’s why I’d love to know what it was for.”

      Denise and Janet both nodded but Sally could tell they’d lost interest. On reflection, she couldn’t blame them. She was probably making something out of nothing as far as this tatty old map was concerned.

      Perhaps Denise was right, and she really was going round the bend after all?

      Sally was about to say as much, and attempt to laugh off her odd fixation with the long-forgotten old map, when she noticed the curious expression on Olive’s face.

      “Olive, what are you thinking?” Sally asked.

      Olive blinked and looked up at Sally before tapping her finger on her chin, her expression becoming even more thoughtful than before.

      “I can’t be one hundred per cent sure, but I may have seen something like those map icons before,” Olive said. “Or at least, some version of them.”

      “Really?” Sally asked, scooting to the edge of her seat. “Where? When?”

      Olive continued peering at the map in Sally’s hands, as if searching through her mental files.

      “I think I may have seen something over at Walter’s house,” Olive said at last.

      Sally wasn’t sure what response she’d expected from Olive, but it wasn’t this. The old lady rose from the sofa and gathered her handbag. When Sally and the other two women only sat and stared at her, Olive’s frown deepened.

      “Well, are you coming round to Walter’s house with me, or not?” Olive asked.

      “We’re going there right now?” Sally laughed.

      “There’s no time like the present,” Olive replied. “Especially when there is a mysterious puzzle to be solved. Come along ladies. Let’s get a move on.”

      As Olive made a beeline for the door, it was all Sally and her other friends could do to keep up with the spry old lady.
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      “Well, isn’t this something?” Walter Montgomery said, peering over the top of his spectacles at the old hand-drawn map Sally had given him. “A treasure map, you say?”

      Sally laughed. “Possibly, but we’re not completely sure.” She pointed to the space at the top of the map. “If you look closely, you can see the faint outline of the words ‘Treasure Map’, as if someone printed them in pencil and then erased them, for some reason.”

      “It’s all very mysterious,” Olive said.

      “I can see that,” Walter agreed.

      Walter studied the map for a moment longer. Sally liked the sweet, grumpy old man a great deal, and couldn’t hope for a nicer neighbour across the garden fence that separated their properties. Walter had lived on Foxglove Street for decades, and over the summer had struck up a sweet friendship with Olive Nimmo, who lived further along the road. After being alone since the death of his wife when he was only in his sixties, Walter more than deserved some female companionship as far as Sally was concerned.

      Although she’d always been friendly with Walter, Sally had even more reason to speak with him lately. During the summer, Sally’s daughter, Jess, and Walter’s grandson, Darren, had found their childhood friendship turning into a sweet romance. Whenever they chatted across the garden fence, Sally and Walter enjoyed the extra connection forged thanks to Jess and Darren’s new relationship.

      After taking a moment to explain where the mysterious sketched map had come from, Sally let Olive take charge.

      “The reason I thought you might shed some light on this, Walter, is because after I saw Sally’s map, I thought of what we found when we were looking for that old photograph album of yours a few weeks ago,” Olive said.

      Walter frowned in thought, and then his eyes brightened. “Of course! Yes, I can see why you’d think of that.”

      “Do you still have it?”

      “I think so. Give me a minute.”

      Walter shuffled off and Sally turned to Olive.

      “What are you both talking about?” she asked.

      “Walter and I were searching for an old photo album filled with pictures his late wife, Wilma, took of the back garden. Wilma was a great gardener. Do you remember her?”

      “Of course. She was a lovely woman. I remember how much time she enjoyed spending in her garden. She could’ve given the Chelsea Flower Show a run for its money.”

      Olive laughed. “That’s true. Wilma enjoyed taking photographs of her garden, so she could compare the flowers she grew from year to year, and know what worked and what didn’t. After she passed away, Walter collected many of the photos into albums, and a few weeks ago I helped him search in an upstairs cupboard for an old album filled with various rose shrubs Wilma had grown. Darren has a pretty rose in the front garden at his new cottage, you see, and he wondered what it was called. Walter felt sure Wilma had grown something identical long ago and promised to look through the albums and see if Wilma had written anything on the back of the photographs there that might help identify the specimen.”

      Sally nodded along with this explanation. “And while you were searching, you found something that rang a bell when you saw that old map I showed you?”

      “Exactly. We discovered the photo album Walter was searching for, and bundled up beside it were a few gardening notebooks Wilma had used to record her planting activities and whatnot. Walter had forgotten all about Wilma’s notebooks and enjoyed flicking through the pages. A few loose scraps of paper fell out from between the pages while he reminisced, and I helped clear them up from the floor to save Walter leaning over. You know how careful he has to be with that dodgy ankle of his.”

      Sally nodded, knowing the injury poor Walter had sustained earlier in the year after suffering a nasty tumble down the stairs still gave him some trouble from time to time if he wasn’t careful.

      “Anyway,” Olive continued, “As I gathered up the scraps of paper from the floor, I couldn’t help noticing one in particular. It was a sheet torn from a notebook and it was covered with rather lovely hand-drawn illustrations done in coloured pencils, each one with a name printed beside it.”

      Sally’s eyes widened as she thought about where Olive’s explanation might be headed. “You think the pencil illustrations you saw might look like the ones on the map I found?”

      Olive nodded. “Yes, I do. As soon as you showed me that map, I recognised the illustrated icons straight away, at least some of them. I just couldn’t remember where I recognised them from. It took a moment for the memories to stir, but I got there in the end.”

      As Olive gave a satisfied smile, Walter shuffled back into the sitting room, waving a small sheet of notepaper in his hand. “I found it! I hadn’t put all those old notebooks and whatnot back into the storage box yet, so I got my hands on this old scrap easily enough.”

      “Well done,” Olive said. “Now, let’s see what we’ve got.”

      Walter sank down into an armchair and gestured for Olive and Sally to take the sofa. He laid the scrap of paper he was carrying onto the coffee table between them.

      The moment Sally saw it, she let out a gasp.

      “Oh my goodness!” she said. “These illustrations are exactly the same as the ones on my map!”

      To prove her point, she set the map beside the scrap of paper Walter had laid on the coffee table. Her gaze switched between the sweet illustrations on the map—the bright red apples, the golden autumn leaves, the cheerful pumpkins—and the matching illustrations on the piece of paper found in amongst Walter’s late wife’s gardening photographs and files. Pointing to each illustration, Sally grinned in delight.

      “These little drawings are almost identical! In fact, I feel sure the same person has drawn them.” Sally turned to Walter. “Did Wilma draw this map and these icons, do you think?”

      Walter shook his head. “No, this isn’t Wilma’s work. She was no artist and never drew anything for fun or for any other reason.” He tapped at the place names written beside the illustrated images. “These printed words here aren’t in her handwriting style, either.”

      “Hmm, so if she didn’t draw these illustrations on this piece of paper, why do you think it was in amongst her gardening notebooks?” Sally asked.

      “Well, I might just have a theory about that.” Walter scratched his chin and looked thoughtful. “Wilma was a member of the Hamblehurst gardening club, and a few years before she died, the club held an autumn open day to attract new members and spread the word about the club’s activities. I can’t remember all the details now, but I remember Wilma was in charge of giving a little talk about autumn plants people might like to grow in their gardens and that would see them through with a bit of colour and foliage into the winter. She put a lot of work into her talk and I remember she focused on acers because they’d be easy for new gardeners to deal with.”

      “It sounds like it was a lovely event,” Olive said.

      Sally nodded in agreement. Around Hamblehurst, there were always plenty of civic events taking place, and that was as true now as it was in the past. Thank goodness there was also an endless supply of volunteers—of varying degrees of willingness—ready to put their shoulders to the wheel and bring all those events to life.

      “Wilma enjoyed doing her bit,” Walter said. “Anyway, although Wilma was focused on putting together her acer presentation and preparing her materials, I also remember she got dragged into helping with some sort of gardening treasure hunt that the committee members wanted to organise to interest the children.”

      Sally smiled and nodded. “And so that’s what the map was for.”

      “I’m sure of it. As far as I can remember, other committee members dealt with putting together the map and such, and I think Wilma was only supposed to lend a hand with the organisation on the day. My best guess is that this piece of paper with these illustrated icons ended up in amongst her gardening notebooks by accident. It was all probably gathered together along with the other things she had on the go for the gardening autumn day.”

      Walter turned a page in the notebook he’d brought with him. “See, here are the notes Wilma put together for the talk she gave on acers. She must have just stuffed all the bits and pieces in together and thought no more about it.”

      Sally smiled and nodded. “Ah, I see. Well, that solves the mystery. Did everyone have fun taking part in the treasure hunt?”

      “Well, see, that’s the thing. The treasure hunt never happened.”

      “Oh, that’s a shame,” Sally said, glancing at the sketched map on the coffee table and feeling sad to discover it had never been put to use. “Why not?”

      Walter shrugged. “I can’t remember all the details now. It was so long ago.”

      “Did the gardening club open day take place?” Olive asked.

      “Yes, that went ahead as planned and Wilma gave her talk as planned, too. She enjoyed sharing what she knew with people and giving them advice and tips, and the other parts of the open day happened, as well. It was just the treasure hunt part I seem to recall being cancelled.”

      Walter scratched his head again and frowned. “The more I think about it now, the more I think that whoever was in charge of the treasure hunt might have fallen ill. Yes, that might have been the problem. Because someone was ill, they didn’t have enough people to run the thing, so they cancelled it. Like I said, though, it was so long ago, and the details are more than hazy at this stage.”

      Looking at the old sketched map on the coffee table, Sally was sad to hear the fun treasure hunt it was designed for had never gone ahead. Considering the work that had gone into the map, with those pretty illustrated autumn-themed icons and the carefully printed whimsical place names and the topographical detail of the map itself, it was a shame it had all been for nothing in the end.

      “Perhaps that explains why this map was never finished,” Sally said. “Whoever drew it never completed the ‘Treasure Hunt’ lettering at the top and never paired it up with any clues that participants could use to find the treasure.”

      “It’s a good theory,” Olive said, her gaze fixed on the illustrated icons on the piece of paper Walter had set out. “Oh, look! I’ve just noticed that the place names listed here beside the illustrated icons on the notepaper found amongst Wilma’s things are different to those printed on the illustrated map.”

      Sally looked more closely and realised Olive was right. Each illustrated icon was tagged with a different name on the piece of notepaper. Beside the cute little pumpkins it said ‘Pumpkin Patch’ instead of ‘Pumpkin Place’, beside the red apples it said ‘Apple Baskets’ instead of ‘Apple Cider Lane’, and beside the autumn leaves it said ‘Leaf Lane’ instead of ‘Autumn Leaves House’.

      “Well spotted, Olive,” Sally said. “I don’t know how I missed that.”

      “Turn over the piece of paper,” Walter said. “I think there might be something written on the back.”

      Sally flipped over the sheet of notepaper and found more writing on the other side. Beside what looked like hastily sketched versions of the map icons there were words that seemed to be…

      “Are these the clues?” Sally laughed, delighted at the idea.

      “Let me see,” Olive said, scooting forward on the sofa for a closer look.

      Sally pointed to the words printed beside the cute red apples. “This sounds like some sort of clue, surely? It says, ‘Visit Bert’s apple basket and discover malus.’ It must be a clue!”

      “I think you’re right,” Walter said. “I seem to recall one of Wilma’s gardening club friends was a fella called Bert. Bert, um, what was his last name?” Walter clicked his fingers. “Bert Simpson, that’s it. They were good pals, Wilma and Bert, always sharing gardening tips and whatnot.”

      “What does malus mean?” Sally wondered.

      “It’s the fancy name gardeners use for apple trees,” Walter said. “My guess is this clue must have been designed to send the little ones taking part in the gardening treasure hunt to find Bert and his basket of apples, at which point he’d tell them a little bit about apple trees. They’re one of the easiest fruit trees to grow, or at least that’s what Wilma always said.”

      “That makes sense, and sounds like it would have been a lovely afternoon of fun for the children,” Sally said.

      For a few moments, they discussed the other icon clues. The ‘Pumpkin Patch’ clue advised the treasure hunters to ‘Find the pumpkin patch display and get squashed’, while the ‘Leaf Lane’ clue required participants to ‘Follow the pigment path from green to brown’.

      “Clearly, these clues were designed to ensure the children enjoyed a fun treasure hunt while also learning something about plants, vegetables, and gardening,” Olive said. “I suppose the pumpkin patch was all about how to grow squashes and other such vegetables, while the leaf lane clue must have been about the effects of autumn on leaves and so on.”

      “Agreed,” Sally said. “But I wonder why the map icon names written on this piece of notepaper are different to those on the hand-drawn map?”

      “Hmm, yes, that is quite a puzzle,” Olive said.

      “Perhaps these were different drafts of the treasure hunt clues,” Walter suggested. “Perhaps the organisers batted around several ideas before settling on the final clues and map.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “And perhaps once the treasure hunt was unfortunately cancelled, these various bits and pieces of maps and clues were forgotten about and tidied away in amongst people’s things,” Olive said.

      “Yes, that makes sense, too.”

      Yet despite these plausible explanations, there was something about all this that niggled at Sally. Someone had put a lot of work into the hand-drawn map and had gone through several iterations of these sweet illustrated icons and place names. It seemed like an awful lot of work to put into a children’s activity.

      Glancing again at the beautifully sketched map, Sally let out a sigh. Something about it tugged at her heart. And something about it also made her wonder if there wasn’t still far more to the old illustrated map than she realised.

      “Do you mind if I keep hold of this sheet of paper you found amongst Wilma’s gardening things?” Sally asked Walter and pointed to the notepaper containing the pretty map icons and the alternative location names. “I’d like to dig into this a little more.”

      Walter waved a hand. “Help yourself. Although you must have a lot of free time on your hands if you want to fool around with all this old forgotten nonsense.”

      Laughing, Sally rose from the sofa and picked up the old map and the list of treasure hunt clues found amongst Wilma’s gardening notebooks. “I definitely don’t have free time on my hands. But I can’t stop thinking about how much work someone put into drawing this map. It seems like an awful lot of work for a children’s treasure hunt. And I’m puzzled about why the place names written beside the icons on this notepaper are different to those on the map.”

      “You’re smitten with the strange little mystery,” Olive grinned, also rising from the sofa. “And there’s nothing wrong with that. Good luck finding out more.” She turned to Walter. “I’ve made a lovely casserole for dinner tonight. Care to join me, Walter?”

      “Of course!” Walter said. “Try and stop me.”

      “What about you, Sally? Would you like to come to my house for a spot of dinner?”

      “Thanks, Olive, but I’ve got all those leftover nibbles from the book club still round at my house, so I’ll probably just pick at those.”

      Sally left her neighbours discussing their dinner plans and returned to her own house, map and clues in hand. She really ought to put the silly thing out of her mind, content with the explanation she’d found at Walter’s house.

      Someone had drawn the map and devised the clues for a children’s treasure hunt to help them learn about autumn gardening. End of story.

      But it didn’t feel like the end of the story as far as Sally was concerned. The pieces of the puzzle simply didn’t fit together the way they should.

      There was something more here—Sally was sure of it.

      Back inside her house, Sally glanced at her messy sitting room and all the glasses and plates still to be cleared away after the book club get-together. Picking up plates of nibbles, she carried them through to the kitchen.

      As she set the plates on the counter, her gaze fell on the key peg beside the fridge, where the keys to the local history museum hung on a hook. She thought of the box Nick had brought over yesterday afternoon, the box she still hadn’t looked through properly yet.

      Perhaps there was something else tucked inside the box that might help answer her questions and put this sweetly illustrated map out of her mind at last?

      There were plenty of other things she ought to be getting on with, but right then, Sally didn’t care. Grabbing the keys from the peg, she picked up her handbag in the hallway and headed back outside.

      Her destination—the history museum.

      Her mission—to finish searching through the box Nick had dropped off and find out if there was anything else in there she might have missed.

      As she hurried along Foxglove Street towards the market square just off Hamblehurst high street, Sally could hardly keep the grin off her face. She was either having a delayed menopausal moment that had scrambled her brains or she was having rather a lot of fun puzzling out the mystery of the long-forgotten hand-drawn map.

      It’s not the blasted menopause, Sally thought with a wry grin, convinced beyond all doubt those awful days were firmly behind her. It’s the map. There’s just something about that lovely old map…
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      Nick locked the door of the Foxglove Street house renovation project, satisfied with the afternoon of progress he’d made. The kitchen was in better shape thanks to the work he’d put in over the weekend building the carcass, and once the fitters arrived on Monday they’d have a clear run through the remaining tasks of installing the cupboards and counters, laying the floor tiles, and dealing with the top-of-the-line appliances he’d ordered.

      Loading his toolbox into his van, Nick glanced back at the house. It would be something incredibly special once he was finished with it. The old place had heart and soul and he was excited to see it would all look once the work was done.

      As he closed the rear door of the van, Nick looked along Foxglove Street. Sally’s house was only a few moments down the road. While he’d been working on the renovation kitchen, she’d been on his mind most of the time.

      Last night, after walking her home from the pub once they’d finished their dinner and drinks, he’d come tantalisingly close to kissing her. The evening moonlight, the crisp autumn air, and the way Sally had looked at him from beneath long eyelashes that fluttered whenever she laughed had all left him undone.

      Remembering the cataclysmic mess he’d made of his last three major relationships was all that had stopped him from reaching out and pulling Sally into his arms. A relationship couldn’t end in disaster if you never let it get started in the first place.

      And yet… he couldn’t stop thinking about her.

      With his house renovation work done for the day, Nick wondered what Sally was up to right now, and whether she might be interested in grabbing a coffee with him somewhere. He remembered she’d mentioned the book club get-together she was having at her house this afternoon.

      Would the book club thing be finished by now? If so, would she like to see him? Or was it still too soon after their meal last night to suggest they do something else together?

      And could he overthink this any more than he already had? Nick realised he was more out of practise with all this stuff than he’d realised.

      He was about to pull his phone from his pocket and send Sally a message when he saw her hurrying down Foxglove Street on the other side of the road. Pleased by the serendipity, and maybe a little surprised by it, too, Nick tucked his phone away and waved to catch her attention.

      “Hey, Sally. I was just about to get in touch to see if you’d like to grab a coffee or a drink?”

      Sally turned and her face lit up with a smile when she saw him. Returning his wave, she slowed her pace as he crossed the street to meet her.

      “Actually, I’m on my way over to the history museum,” she said. “Want to come with me and we could get a drink afterwards?”

      “Sure.” Noticing the old map tucked beneath her arm, Nick laughed. “Are you still determined to get to the bottom of what that map is all about?”

      She rolled her eyes and looked amused. “There must be something wrong with me. I can’t stop thinking about the silly old thing. However, I found out something interesting today that helps slot a few pieces of the puzzle into place.”

      Nick listened to Sally talk as they walked along Foxglove Street and down the high street. By the time she finished explaining how her neighbours had helped her make a connection between the illustrated map and a gardening club open day held many years ago, Nick couldn’t help scratching his head in confusion.

      “So, if the map was just part of some fun activity for the children to enjoy at this gardening open day, then why are you still looking into it?” he asked.

      “Because I’m not convinced it’s the whole story. This is a lovely, carefully drawn map, Nick. It seems like an awful lot of work to put into a children’s activity. Also, I’m curious about why the map icon place names my neighbour found amongst his late wife’s gardening notebooks are different to those printed on the hand-drawn map. Yes, maybe the organisers were working on different versions of the treasure hunt clues until they settled on what they wanted. But perhaps there’s another reason, too.”

      “Such as?”

      “I’m not sure. But I want to dig around some more in that box you brought to the museum and see if there’s anything else in there that can explain things.”

      As they turned off the high street towards the market square, the look on Nick’s face must have betrayed his thoughts.

      “You think I’m mad, don’t you?” Sally said, looking embarrassed. “You think I’m mad to be obsessing like this over a silly old map that probably means nothing at all.”

      “I don’t think you’re mad. I told you that last night. I’m just surprised by how, um, motivated you are to dig deeper.”

      At his careful word choice, Sally let out a laugh. When they reached the history museum, she pulled out keys and unlocked the door. Sally moved towards the counter where she ducked down and lifted the box from the floor where she’d stored it last night.

      “Okay,” she said, opening the flaps and removing items from inside. “Let’s have a proper look at the rest of this stuff. I’m sure there’s something else in here that can explain what this map is all about.”

      Nick helped Sally stack the old newspaper clippings into a pile, followed by the photographs she lifted out, and then the notebooks and paperwork further down. As they worked, they examined the items they were organising, looking for anything that might be useful. Nick wasn’t sure what he was supposed to keep a lookout for, but he didn’t say that to Sally.

      Just standing in the quiet old museum, working beside her as they searched through the old box of things, was enough for Nick.

      “What have we got here?” Sally said, digging a thick brown envelope from the bottom of the box. “This looks interesting.”

      Sally set the thick envelope on the counter. There was nothing written on the front of it and the flaps weren’t sealed, just tucked inside the edges to keep the contents secure.

      “I take it you didn’t see this yesterday when you looked through the box?” Nick asked.

      “I got as far as the notebooks and paperwork, and that’s when I found the old map. There were newspaper clippings were scattered around the map, and this envelope was hidden beneath them.”

      Picking up the envelope, Nick weighed it in his hand. “It’s heavy. I don’t think it’s just more dusty old paperwork inside here.” He pushed it towards her. “You do the honours and open it up. This is your mystery, after all.”

      With a grin at his choice of words, Sally took the thick envelope from him and opened the flap. When she peeked inside, her eyebrows lifted and she let out a little gasp as she tipped the envelope contents onto the wooden counter.

      Nick watched as three chunky items fell out of the envelope.

      The first was a small piece of pottery clay painted orange to look like a pumpkin and with a brown cardboard label attached at the top with a piece of frayed twine.

      The second was a carved wooden disc in the shape of an apple, painted bright red and with two lush green carved wooden leaves at the top, attached to which was another brown cardboard label with fraying twine threaded through a small hole punched in the disc.

      The third was a crafted piece of soft brown fabric shaped like an autumn sycamore leaf, edged with orange stitching and finished with yet another brown cardboard label attached with twine to an orange ribbon at the base of the leaf design.

      “Well, would you look at this?” Sally said, picking up each item in turn. “These appear handmade and a lot of care has been taken over them.”

      “A pumpkin, an apple, and an autumn leaf,” Nick said and tapped the hand-sketched map Sally had laid out on the counter beside the illustrated icon list her neighbour had given her.

      “These items in this envelope match the drawings on the map!” Sally’s eyes lit up in excitement and Nick liked how they sparkled in the darkening afternoon inside the museum.

      “Oh, look at this!”

      Sally pointed to a folded piece of notepaper that had got caught in the flap of the brown envelope as she’d removed the three chunky items. Unfolding the piece of paper, she smoothed it out on the counter for Nick to inspect.

      There were three illustrated icons on the piece of paper matching the illustrations on the map. Beside each icon there were printed words which matched those found on the map, too.

      “These match up exactly!” Sally said. “Unlike the place names and clues that Walter found amongst his late wife’s things, these names are identical. If I’d dug deeper into this box yesterday, I would’ve already found these.”

      “But you wouldn’t have made the connection to the gardening club autumn open day activity,” Nick reminded her. “Your neighbour provided that link.”

      “That’s true.” Sally looked back at the words written beside the place names on the notepaper. “These are definitely more clues. Beside the ‘Pumpkin Place’ icon, it says, ‘A place for pumpkins, and more besides.’ I wonder what that means?”

      “What does it say on the label attached to the pumpkin?” Nick asked and nodded to the items Sally had spread out on the counter.

      Sally examined the brown label attached to the orange clay pumpkin. “It says, ‘Follow the hedge in the field and find the box buried beneath the kissing gate.” Blinking, she looked up at him, her eyes even brighter than before. “These are treasure hunt clues.”

      Tilting her head, she glanced at the list of clues printed beside the illustrated icons on the list she’d got from her neighbour.

      “When I spoke to Walter and Olive, we agreed the clues found amongst Wilma’s gardening notebooks were probably designed to help children learn about autumn gardening. However, these new clues associated with the pumpkin sound a little different.”

      “What about the clues linked to the wooden apple and the fabric leaf?”

      Sally picked up both items and read the labels attached to each.

      “Okay, the label on the wooden apple says, ‘In the lane of twisted apple trees, find the box beneath the bench.’” Sally frowned. “Twisted apple trees? I don’t get it.” Turning her gaze to the newly discovered list of printed clues beside the sketched icons, she read aloud once more. “And here it says, ‘Once upon a time there was an orchard…’ Gosh, what on earth does that mean?”

      “Apples grow in orchards, I suppose.”

      “But ‘once upon a time’? What’s that all about? I suppose that does sound like something that would appeal to children, but it’s still very different from the far more straightforward clues found on the list inside Wilma’s notebook. I know these are supposed to be clues we have to puzzle out, but this is far too cryptic, surely?”

      Nicked shrugged, mulling it over. “Maybe it’s somewhere that used to be an orchard, but isn’t anymore? Or, at least, it wasn’t when this treasure hunt was supposed to happen.” Nick thought of something. “You didn’t say anything about when this gardening club treasure hunt was supposed to have taken place. Did your neighbour give you any specific details?”

      “It was years ago, before his wife died. I think we’re talking about twenty years ago.”

      “So, maybe we try to think of somewhere that was an orchard in the past but wasn’t still an orchard back when this treasure hunt was supposed to happen?”

      Sally nodded. “That makes sense. But I’m more convinced than ever that these clues in this brown envelope weren’t designed for a children’s treasure hunt. They’re just far too complicated. There’s something else going on here I can’t figure out.”

      Nick nodded to the fabric autumn leaf. “What does the last item say on the label?”

      Turning to the fabric autumn leaf, Sally read the label. “It says, ‘Follow the staircase to the top floor, and find the box in the room of autumn leaves.’ My goodness, each clue is more baffling than the last.”

      “Here on this icon list, the words printed beside the autumn leaves say, ‘This house was once a castle.’ Well, that makes a lot of sense.” Nick laughed and glanced at the three labelled items now laid out on the counter. “It’s a head-scratcher. Is there anything else inside that brown envelope?”

      Sally lifted the envelope and looked inside. “Oh, something’s caught at the bottom.”

      She shook the envelope and another smaller, slimmer white envelope fluttered out onto the counter.

      “This looks interesting,” she said. Turning the small envelope over in her hands, she pointed to the sealed flaps. A pumpkin-shaped sticker covered the bottom edge of the envelope flap.

      “Look, this envelope has been sealed and never opened,” Sally said. “Maybe this will shed some light on things.”

      “We can only hope.”

      Laughing, Sally opened a drawer beneath the museum counter and withdrew a slim-handled envelope opener. She sliced the edge along the top of the envelope, then tipped it upside down. A single sheet of paper fluttered out onto the counter. Unfolding it, she scanned the page and her eyebrows lifted in astonishment.

      “Gosh, look at this.”

      Sally set the piece of paper on the counter and turned it so Nick could see.

      It was a handwritten letter, only a few sentences long. But the words written there almost stole Nick’s breath away.

      

      My dearest love – You asked me a question and now it’s time to give my answer. Follow the map, decipher the three clues, and I’ll be waiting for you at the end.

      Yours always, L.

      P.S. Start with the pumpkin – I’m sure you know why. And I hope you know you’ll always have my heart, no matter what happens next.

      

      After reading the note, Nick looked up at Sally. Her expression was as astonished as his own.

      “This definitely wasn’t a children’s treasure hunt,” Sally grinned.

      “No, it wasn’t.”

      “It sounds like something romantic between lovers, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, judging by this note, that’s exactly what it is.”

      Sally scratched her chin. “And yet Walter seemed sure all of this material was designed for a children’s treasure hunt. And those clues found amongst Wilma’s things did fit the bill. But these clues are something else altogether.”

      Returning to the box on the counter, she dug around a little more before pulling the final item from the bottom of the box. It was a cardboard foolscap document folder. She opened the folder and looked inside, then pulled out the contents.

      “Look!” she said, tapping at the bundle of papers she set on the counter. “This might explain it.”

      Nick examined the pile of papers. They were all identical photocopies of a more rudimentary version of the hand-sketched map, depicting the same terrain and illustrated icons but without the same level of detail. Along the top of the photocopied versions were the words ‘Treasure Hunt’. Nick could see the printing of the words matched the faint outline left behind on the hand-drawn map.

      Noticing this same detail, Sally pointed to the empty space on the map. “We thought the words ‘Treasure Hunt’ had been written here and then erased. Now we know why.”

      “We do?” Nick frowned.

      “I think so. Walter said the treasure hunt never went ahead as planned during the gardening club’s autumn open day because the person running it was ill. Suppose whoever drew this map for the children’s treasure hunt decided to… repurpose it for some other use?”

      Nick thought about this. “I suppose that might explain it.”

      “And look—here on these photocopied maps, the place names printed beside the icons are the same as those on the list of clues Walter found amongst his late wife’s things.” Sally tapped on one of the photocopies. “We’ve got Pumpkin Patch, Apple Baskets, and Leaf Lane. I think whoever drew this map made some changes, perhaps after the treasure hunt was cancelled when the organisers realised they couldn’t go ahead with it, and the artist swapped those map names for the ones we have on this bespoke illustrated map.”

      “And they did this because?” Nick wasn’t entirely sure he understood any of this, but Sally’s enthusiasm as she problem-solved the puzzle made him want to at least try to keep up.

      “It looks to me like this map and these clues turned into some sort of sweet and secret thing between two people who might have been lovers,” she said. “For some reason, one of them sent the other on this odd little treasure hunt, in order to answer a question they’d asked. Whoever did all this must have had a playful nature.”

      “I wonder what it was all about and who it was all for? I hope they had fun solving the treasure hunt clues and finding the answer to their mysterious question.”

      Nick assumed their exploration of the strange map was now over. But Sally’s expression told him otherwise.

      She picked up the envelope from which she’d removed the note written by the person who’d designed the treasure hunt. “The envelope was sealed,” she said.

      Nick frowned. “Yes, it was…”

      “This envelope was sealed shut.” She seemed to be talking to herself as much as to him, her finger tapping at the open envelope flap. “The little pumpkin-shaped sticker across the seal was intact when I found it.”

      “Okay…”

      “What if the person this note was meant for never got it? Never read it? What would that mean?”

      “Uh, well… I don’t know.”

      Deep in thought, Sally didn’t seem to notice his utter bafflement. “It would mean they never went on the treasure hunt. It would mean they never got the answer to the question the author of this note talked about, the one they said would be waiting for them at the end of the puzzle.”

      “Okay, I guess you’re right.”

      “If the treasure hunt was never completed, well… it makes me a little sad.”

      Before he could respond, Sally looked up at him, her expression determined. “We should complete this treasure hunt.”

      Nick blinked. “We should?”

      “Yes, why not? We said last night we’d try to figure it out, and now all these clues and extra bits of information have landed at our feet, we should definitely do it!”

      Nick couldn’t help let out a rumble of laughter at her enthusiasm, even as he waved an arm at the three labelled objects on the counter and the puzzling clues associated with them. “But we have no idea what this stuff means.”

      “We’re two smart, sensible people with healthy brains inside our heads. I’m sure we can figure it out.” Her eyes sparkled as a smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “Aren’t you just a little curious to see if we can crack these clues?”

      Nick wasn’t so much curious about the baffling clues as he was attracted to the idea of having a good reason to spend more time with Sally. “Maybe just a little.”

      Her smile widened. “Good. And if we crack the clues, who knows what we might find at the end of the treasure hunt?”

      “Our families gathered together and ready to stage an intervention?”

      His joke had her throwing her head back and laughing. Nick couldn’t get enough of the sound of her laughter. His stomach twisted at the sight of the elegant column of her neck, exposed to his gaze as she laughed and making him think thoughts he had no right to be thinking.

      “Tell you what,” Sally said, still laughing. “Let’s get out of here and have that drink you mentioned. I’m buying, to make up for scaring you with all this map stuff.”

      “I’m not scared. Mildly alarmed, possibly, but that’s as far as I’d go.”

      Another rumble of laughter from her made him want to keep cracking jokes as if his life depended on it.

      “Come on,” Sally said, gathering up the map paraphernalia and sliding it into a tote bag she pulled from a shelf beneath the counter. “It’s time for those drinks.”

      “Lead the way.”

      “And you might like to know I already have a theory about that first clue connected to the pumpkin.”

      “I was worried you might say that.”

      Nick followed Sally, and the sound of her laughter, all the way out of the museum.
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      Ensconced once more in the cosy booth beside the roaring fireplace at the Royal Oak pub, Sally sipped her glass of red wine and watched Nick studying the two treasure hunt clues connected to the cute clay pumpkin trinket she’d found inside the envelope back at the museum.

      With his focused gaze and intense expression, he looked even more handsome than usual. Even in worn work jeans and an old sweatshirt—his standard uniform, she guessed, when he was working on a property renovation—he still made her heart do funny things inside her chest.

      Funny and very pleasant things that Sally didn’t mind one bit.

      “So, what’s your theory about this pumpkin clue?” Nick asked before lifting his pint and taking a drink.

      “Well, I’ve been thinking this over,” Sally said and tapped the pumpkin clue printed on the written list beside the icons. “This printed clue on the map icon list says, ‘A place for pumpkins, and more besides.’ Although it sounds a little cryptic, it is still a clue someone had to be able to solve. So, perhaps it’s simply a place where pumpkins are grown.” She waved a hand. “Or were grown, back when this map was drawn.”

      “Okay, that’s an option. There’s a lot of arable farmland around Hamblehurst.”

      “True, but if we think this hand-drawn map is supposed to be Hamblehurst in some vague form”—she tapped the map she’d laid on the table as she said this—“then this pumpkin icon is located somewhere inside the town, not out in a farmer’s field miles away.”

      “That makes sense,” Nick said, sipping his drink.

      “The more I look at this map, and think about where the pumpkin icon is placed, and the more I think about this printed clue, the more I wonder if it might be pointing to the allotments on the other side of Hamblehurst pond.” She tapped the map again. “If this is supposed to be the River Hamblehurst flowing through the town, then the pumpkin icon is roughly in the right place to signify the allotments, don’t you think?”

      Nick tilted his head at the map and nodded. “That makes sense to me.”

      “There’s something else that backs up my theory, too. All week I’ve been sorting through old photographs and mementos related to various Hamblehurst social clubs, to add to our display boards for the autumn exhibition. One of the clubs we’re featuring this year is the gardening club. Several of the photos I’ve looked through show local folk posing with their prize vegetables, many of them grown on the allotments, and some of them including pumpkins.”

      “A place for pumpkins, and more besides,” Nick said, reciting the words of the map clue. “Yeah, I can see how that might fit.”

      Sally removed the clay pumpkin trinket from the thick brown envelope, pleased she’d brought the items along with her. “On this brown label attached to the pumpkin, it says to follow the hedge beside the field to the kissing gate. I’ve never visited the allotments. I’ve had no reason to, but I bet if we go over there, we’ll find a kissing gate.”

      “What exactly is a kissing gate?” Nick asked. “I’ve never heard of one of those.”

      “It’s a gate that lets people pass between fenced-off areas but stops livestock doing the same thing. There are a lot of fields and farmland to the south of Hamblehurst, and I think the allotments might adjoin them. There are some old walking routes and rights of way in this part of Hampshire which would explain the need for access through a kissing gate.”

      Grinning as he picked up his pint, Nick held her gaze for a long beat. “You’re turning into a regular Miss Marple, working these puzzle pieces to solve the clues.”

      “Like I said, this map and these other things we’ve found linked with it have captured my imagination. After everything we’ve found out and discovered this afternoon, I want to see if I can solve this thing and get to the end of the treasure hunt.”

      “So, what’s the plan?”

      “Let’s go over to the allotments and see if my theory is right. If there’s a kissing gate there somewhere along the fence line, we’re on the right track.”

      Nick nodded towards the pumpkin trinket on the table. “And if there is a kissing gate, we search for a buried box beneath it?”

      “Yes, exactly. If I’m right and the person these clues were meant for never received them, for whatever reason, then it’s possible the box mentioned on the label attached to this pumpkin trinket is still buried there.”

      “And if it’s not?”

      Sally shrugged. “Then I spent a few hours chasing my tail and will probably call it a day.” Watching his expression as he considered this outcome, Sally took a chance. “I understand if you’d rather leave me by myself to set off on a wild goose chase over to the allotments, but I’d love your company, Nick.”

      A surprised smile tugged at his mouth. “I’ll be there. You’ve got me curious to find out if there is anything still buried there. That would be something, after all this time.”

      “Yes, it would.”

      Sally’s mind wandered, imagining just this scenario, imagining Nick at her side as she unearthed some forgotten box or trinket buried beneath the earth for so long until they discovered it together.

      “So, when shall we go to the allotments?” Nick asked.

      “It’s too dark now to start traipsing around on our quest,” Sally grinned. “What about tomorrow? I’m working in the morning, but I’m free in the afternoon.”

      “Sounds good to me. How does two o’clock suit?”

      “It suits me fine.”

      They’d finished their drinks and Sally was about to ask if Nick wanted another when his phone rang.

      “It’s my daughter, Beth,” Nick said when he checked the screen. “You don’t mind if I take this, do you?”

      “Of course not.”

      Nick answered the call. As he spoke to his daughter, it was obvious there was some minor emergency unfolding on the other end of the line and that Nick’s help was required to sort it out.

      “I’ll be with you in ten minutes, Beth,” Nick said as the conversation drew to an end. “No, it’s fine. You’re not interrupting anything.” At this, he threw an apologetic look in Sally’s direction. “Okay, see you soon.”

      Nick hung up and tucked the phone in his pocket.

      “Is everything okay?” Sally asked.

      “Beth has a water leak in her kitchen.”

      “Oh, no. Is there a lot of damage?”

      “I don’t think so. She was at home when it happened and turned the water off quickly, so I think it might just be a lot of mopping up that’s needed. She asked if I’ll go over there and see if I can fix the leak.” Rising from the table, he gave her another apologetic look. “Sorry, I hope you don’t mind if I dash off?”

      “Not at all. Your daughter needs your help, and that’s what fathers are for.”

      Once they were outside, Nick pointed down the high street. “Beth’s place is only a few minutes’ walk from here. As I’ve had a drink, I’ll leave my van over on Foxglove Street and collect it later, but I’m happy to walk you home first.”

      “Don’t be daft. I can walk myself home. Off you go and help your daughter.”

      “But we’re all set for tomorrow’s expedition to the allotments?”

      Sally laughed. “We’re all set. If you swing by my house at two, we’ll go over there together.”

      “It’s a plan. I’ll see you then.”

      They lingered for the briefest of moments, exchanging shy smiles, as if their goodbyes weren’t quite concluded yet. Not wanting the man to delay getting over to his daughter’s house and helping to solve her plumbing crisis, Sally reached out and gave him a quick and friendly hug.

      “See you tomorrow, Nick.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      With a wave goodbye, Nick turned and strode off down the high street. As she walked in the other direction towards Foxglove Street, Sally savoured the excitement she felt about the madcap treasure hunt quest set to begin tomorrow afternoon.

      Along with the excitement bubbling at the prospect of more time spent with Nick.
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        * * *

      

      “Thanks for coming round, Dad. I owe you one.”

      Nick squinted underneath the kitchen sink to where the leaky pipe was located while Beth hovered at his side, looking unhappy.

      “What do you think?” she asked. “Is it a quick fix or do I have a bigger problem on my hands?”

      “It’s probably a quick fix, but let me get a proper look first.”

      “I’ll stick the kettle on. I’d just filled it when I realised there was a leak under the sink, so at least I’ve got some water to keep me going. Tea or coffee?”

      “Coffee, please. Thanks, sweetheart.”

      Nick shrugged off his jacket and crouched down for a better look at the pipework. Straight away, he found the likely culprit of the leak, a compression nut that ought to be far tighter than it was.

      “Fetch that toolbox I gave you when you moved in here, would you?” Nick asked, fiddling with the other pipe connections to discover if there were any other loose components contributing to the leakage.

      When Beth returned with the toolbox, he found a wrench and got to work.

      “I hope I didn’t yank you away from something important, Dad?” Beth asked.

      “I would’ve come over to help whatever I was doing, you know that.”

      “You weren’t working late at that house you’re renovating, were you?” Beth looked dismayed at the idea.

      “Nope. I was in the pub, actually.”

      “Oh, well I’m even more sorry I interrupted, now. Who were you with?”

      “Uh…” Nick twisted the wrench to tighten the pipe connections as he chose his words carefully. “I was just with a friend.”

      When he failed to elaborate, Beth laughed. “A friend? You know, I think I might have heard of those.”

      Nick laughed and worked the wrench some more. “I’ve tightened this connection, Beth, and I think it’ll be fine for a while, but some of this pipework looks like it needs to be replaced. I’ll take some measurements and order new fittings.”

      Rising to his feet, he turned the water back on, opened the tap, and gave a satisfied grunt when there were no signs of leakage.

      “Good,” he said, “That’s all sorted, nice and easy, for now at least.”

      “Thanks, Dad. You’re a star.” Beth fiddled with the coffee things at the counter for a moment before giving him a thoughtful look. “So, who’s this friend you were in the pub with?”

      Nick shrugged, wiping his hands clean. “Just, you know, a friend.”

      “Uh-huh. As in, a lady friend?”

      “Why are you so interested?”

      “Why are you so cagey?”

      “I’m not. It’s just…” Sighing at the determined look on his daughter’s face, Nick rolled his eyes in defeat. “Fine. Yes. I was in the pub with a member of the opposite sex, sharing a friendly drink. There, are you happy now?”

      Judging by the delighted grin on Beth’s face, she was more than happy. “Dad! That’s brilliant! So, who is she? What’s her name? How did you meet her?”

      “One question at a time,” Nick said, lifting his hands in mock defence. “Her name’s Sally Shepherd. She lives over on Foxglove Street, and I got talking to her last week while I was working at the renovation property there.”

      Beth’s eyebrows waggled. “And now you’re having drinks together?”

      “Well, sort of. We bumped into one another again at that restaurant on Honeysuckle Lane on the same night you set me up on that horrible blind date with your teacher friend. Sally was on a blind date, too, which was even more disastrous than mine’s was. After we got rid of our dates, I offered to walk her home.”

      “Ooh, that’s so romantic, Dad! Well done!”

      “Thanks for the moral support.”

      Laughing at his droll tone, Beth poured their coffees. “So, then what happened?”

      While they enjoyed their drinks, Nick gave her a summary of how he’d crossed paths with Sally again after finding the box of old photos and so on in the attic of the renovation house, and how they’d teamed up to solve the mysterious treasure hunt that had captured Sally’s imagination.

      “Wait, what?” Beth said, her eyes wide in astonishment. “You’re doing a treasure hunt together? A long-lost treasure hunt that she thinks was… what exactly? I don’t understand.”

      “It’s a bit out there, I’ll give you that,” Nick laughed. “But Sally thinks that when the treasure hunt the Hamblehurst gardening club were supposed to have all those years ago was cancelled, whoever was behind it put the map to another use. Judging by the handwritten note we found, which sounds like it was meant for a lover, there was something romantic going on. Yes, it’s a bit sketchy, but I also think Sally might just be on to something.”

      “Wow. I know I said I wanted you to get back out there and start meeting women again, but I didn’t imagine it would go like this.” Beth chuckled as she sipped her coffee. “It sounds like you like this woman.”

      “I do like her. She’s fun to spend time with, although considering what I just told you about what we’re up to tomorrow over at the allotments, that goes without saying. However, we only just met, and with my track record in the romance department, I’d be content if we became nothing more than friends.”

      “Hmm, but maybe with all this mad treasure hunt stuff going on, you’ll become something more?”

      “Beth, don’t start,” Nick said, finishing his coffee.

      “Fine, I won’t start!” Beth held up her hands. “I’ll leave you to your own devices.”

      “Good.”

      She walked him to the door. “Have fun tomorrow, Dad. You deserve it.”

      “Thanks, sweetheart,” Nick said, kissing his daughter’s cheek. “And thanks for the coffee.”

      “Thanks for fixing the leaky pipe.”

      “Happy to be of service. I’ll give you the friends-and-family discount on the call-out fee when I send your invoice.”

      “Hardy-har-har.”

      Nick laughed as he headed out into the autumn night. Glad to have been of use to his daughter during a household emergency, he made a mental note to order those new pipe fittings he’d mentioned before Beth ended up with an even more serious plumbing disaster on her hands on account of the aged pipework.

      As he walked home, his mind turned to tomorrow’s work day over on Foxglove Street. The kitchen fitters would arrive at last, the flooring refinishing would continue, and the plumbers would complete the new upstairs bathroom.

      With his right-hand man, Ed, on site, Nick would have no trouble leaving the workmen to their jobs once two o’clock rolled around. He crossed his fingers there’d be no surprises or hiccups that would keep him on site for the entire afternoon.

      He’d promised Sally he’d join her to begin the mad treasure hunt over at the allotments, and he intended to keep that promise.

      In fact, he could hardly wait for tomorrow to come.
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      Sally’s doorbell rang at two o’clock, right on schedule. As she walked through from the sitting room to answer it, she allowed herself a brief moment to acknowledge the lunacy of what she was about to do—set off on a treasure hunt chasing long-forgotten clues left behind by persons unknown and which would probably take her on nothing but a wild goose chase.

      It was ridiculous.

      And it was also the most fun Sally had had in ages.

      The man waiting for her on the other side of the door was, she knew, a key reason why all this nonsense was so much fun.

      Her heart skipping at the truth of that thought, Sally opened the door and smiled to see Nick there. Handsome in dark jeans, a grey shirt, and a smart navy blue jacket, the smile he gave her made her stomach tumble.

      “Hi, Sally,” Nick said. “Ready to make a nuisance of ourselves over at the allotments, digging around amongst people’s vegetable patches in search of mysterious treasure?”

      Laughing, Sally grabbed her house keys and tote bag. “I’m ready.” She patted the tote bag as she slung the straps over her shoulder. “I’m bringing the illustrated map and the trinkets we found and the printed clues, in case we need to check them.”

      “An organised treasure hunter is a successful treasure hunter.”

      Sally laughed again. “Now you’re definitely making fun of me.”

      “Making fun of us. I’m here right beside you, don’t forget.”

      There was no chance of that happening. Nick’s smile and dark good looks and the warmth that rolled off him in welcome waves made him impossible to forget. Which was exactly why Sally had asked him along on this excursion in the first place.

      “Shall we drive over to the allotments or walk?” Nick asked. He gestured to the parked car beyond Sally’s front gate, a sleek but sturdy SUV that suited the man perfectly. “I swapped my work van for my car in case you’d prefer a lift.”

      “It’s a lovely autumn afternoon,” Sally said, enjoying the crisp cool air and deep blue skies. “Let’s walk.”

      “Fine by me.”

      “How did things go at your daughter’s house last night with her kitchen plumbing problem?” Sally asked as they set off along the street.

      “It’s all fine. She could have figured out how to fix the loose pipe fitting herself if she’d thought to use any of the toolbox kit I bought her when she first moved into a place of her own.” Nick shook his head, looking amused. “Why do that when you have your own personal handy-man on call twenty-four-seven?”

      “You aren’t fooling me. I’m sure you love helping her out with all that stuff.”

      “It’s true, I do. Beth is pretty self-reliant about just about everything else in her life, so it’s a pleasure to lend a hand with repairs and so on, even if I do like to tease her about it a little.”

      “My ex-husband, Trevor, is the same with our daughter, Jess. The landlord at her rental flat isn’t particularly on the ball with repairs, and Trevor has gone over there a few times to deal with things she can’t work out on her own. That’s what fathers do. Well, the good ones, at least.”

      Sally threw a glance in Nick’s direction. She had no doubt whatsoever than he was a good father to his daughter. What must it have been like for him to raise his child alone after losing his wife so tragically and at such a young age? She couldn’t even begin to imagine it. The way he spoke about Beth, it was obvious he’d successfully raised a smart and well-adjusted young woman. That said a lot about the man.

      And yet he’d also found himself twice divorced and with an abandoned engagement lurking in his recent past. Sally wanted to know more about those things, but wasn’t about to ask intrusive questions.

      She hoped the right time would come to find out more about Nick’s past. If something was starting between them both—and Sally hoped there was—then she’d want to know how those romantic disasters had befallen a man who appeared so reserved and sensible. Despite her attraction to him, she didn’t want to find herself involved with yet another man who would only end up disappointing her.

      Sally pushed away the gloomy thought. She might only have spent a few hours so far in Nick’s company, but every moment had been lovely. Even now, just walking through Hamblehurst at his side in companionable silence, Sally felt more relaxed and at ease than she had in any man’s company for a long time.

      They crossed the high street and continued towards Hamblehurst pond and the allotments beyond.

      “So,” Nick said. “When you first found the hand-drawn map in that box I dropped off at the museum, you said if you figured out what it was all about, you might include it in the autumn exhibition you’re putting together. Now that we’ve got these other treasure hunt trinkets and clues, is that still the plan?”

      “I’m not sure. When I thought the map was connected to some sort of community event, I imagined people enjoying seeing it again and reminiscing about it. Now that we’ve found these trinkets and the handwritten note, it all sounds far more personal and romantic and not something that would be appropriate when splashed up on a display board alongside old photographs from the high street and dispatches from the local rambling club.”

      Nick laughed and nodded. “You’re probably right about that. Do you think there’s any chance of finding out who drew the map and organised those clues?”

      “I have no idea. Honestly, Nick, I don’t even fully understand why I’m chasing after these clues in the first place. I’m aware of how silly it must seem.”

      “It’s not silly at all. Sometimes when we’re hooked on a mystery, we just have to get to the bottom of it or else we’d drive ourselves crazy with unanswered questions.”

      “It’s the mystery of the map, that’s true,” Sally said as a startling thought crystallised inside her mind. “But it’s more than that, too. I think the truth is… well, I think the truth is I’ve been stuck in a rut lately, and this ridiculous treasure hunt obsession is helping me find a way out of it.”

      Nick glanced across at her as they walked. “Stuck in a rut?” he asked softly.

      “I have a full life and I’m always busy. I love my job, I have a wonderful daughter, good friends, and an active social life. But lately it feels like nothing surprising happens anymore. I just move through my days, and as lovely as those days are, they all feel pretty similar to each other. Does that make sense?”

      “It makes perfect sense. I feel that way too, from time to time. Maybe it’s just…”

      When Nick trailed off and shrugged, Sally finished the thought for him. “Maybe it’s just what happens when we get older?”

      “I hate that explanation,” Nick laughed.

      “Me too. I don’t feel old. Sometimes I catch my reflection in the mirror and I think, ‘Who is that woman? She looks completely ancient!’ And I realise it’s me and it almost takes my breath away.”

      “You don’t look ancient, Sally. You look terrific.”

      She hadn’t been fishing for compliments, but she’d take that one just the same. Throwing Nick a smile, she pointed along the narrow lane they’d turned along a few moments earlier and to the space that had opened up on their left.

      “Here we are,” Sally said. “Hamblehurst allotments.”

      The allotments stretched along the lane between Hamblehurst pond and the farmland beyond, edged by a small patch of woodland to the east. Comprising a messy patchwork of vegetable plots, raised beds, scrubby pathways, and tumbledown storage sheds, the allotments were quiet now that the growing season was coming to an end and most of the crops had been harvested. A few allotment owners worked here and there, turning soil and pottering around while birds chirped and swooped down to feast on insects unearthed by spades and forks.

      The cool autumn air smelled of crab apples and damp vegetation and the sweet carrots being dug from the earth by one of the allotment gardeners. A soft breeze rustled the leaves in the trees in the woodland beyond, turning them into a swirling mix of fading green and burnished gold. On an old fencepost beside the allotment gate, a robin kept watch as it sang its cheerful song.

      As she stood there beside Nick, taking in the bucolic scene around her, Sally felt as if she were on the cusp of something wonderful and adventurous and entirely uncharted. Surprised by the strange feeling, and the way the lovely moment seemed to settle around her like a soft cloud, Sally took a deep breath and smiled.

      Here goes nothing.

      “So, here we are,” Nick said. “Do you think we’ve come to the right place?”

      “Let’s find out.” Sally pointed across the allotments to something that had caught her eye. “Look, someone’s growing pumpkins over there, so that has to be a good omen, considering our first map clue is the pumpkin drawing and the little pumpkin trinket.”

      On the far side of the allotment there grew a small patch of pumpkins, the vegetables bright orange and cheerfully bulbous.

      “The clue on the map list said, ‘A place for pumpkins and more besides’,” Sally said. “We’ve got pumpkins at least.”

      “That’s a good start,” Nick laughed. “Remind me again what we’re looking for on the other pumpkin clue.”

      Sally removed the pumpkin trinket from her tote bag and read aloud the brown label attached to it. “It says, ‘Follow the hedge by the field and find the box buried beneath the kissing gate.’” Glancing up, she scanned the allotment area and pointed to the sturdy hawthorn hedge that separated the space from the fields beyond.

      “There’s our hedge by the field,” she said. “I don’t see any signs of a kissing gate, though.”

      Together they peered across the allotment, searching for any signs of a gate. Between the thick hawthorn hedge bordering the field and the jumble of sheds and compost heaps that ran along the back of the allotments near the woodland edge, it was difficult to see anything that resembled a gate, of the kissing variety or otherwise.

      In one of the nearby allotment patches, a woman who was raking weeds glanced up from her work. “Can I help you two at all?”

      Sally and Nick moved towards the allotment entrance.

      “I hope so,” Sally said to the woman. “We’re wondering if there’s a kissing gate somewhere back there on the other side of the allotment?”

      “A kissing gate?” The woman looked puzzled. “I’m not sure, but you’re welcome to come in and have a look.”

      “Thank you.”

      Nick pushed open the small wooden gate at the entrance to the allotment space so Sally could step through first.

      “It wouldn’t be this gate we’re looking for, would it?” he asked her.

      “I don’t think so,” Sally replied. “The clue says to follow the hedge by the field, which takes us to the back of these allotments, rather than the front.”

      “What’s all this in aid of then?” the woman tending to her allotment asked and offered a smile.

      “We’re probably on a wild goose chase,” Sally said, and then, because at least some explanation was needed for their poking around, added: “We’re looking into a few old bits of paperwork and mementos that came our way over at the local history museum, and just want to check a few things out and make sure we’ve got our historical facts straight.”

      “Ooh, well, that sounds interesting.” The woman waved a hand, gesturing to the allotments. “Look at whatever you need to look at. I’m sure you won’t go walking all over anyone’s vegetable patches, but mind your footing on the pathways. It’s a little messy and uneven here and there.”

      “Thank you.”

      While the gardener resumed her raking work, Sally and Nick moved towards the hawthorn hedge bordering the field on the south side of the allotment.

      “I say we do exactly what the clue is telling us to do,” Sally said. “Follow the hedge by the field, and see where we end up.”

      “Let’s go.”

      Nick led the way, skirting around the edges of the tended vegetable patches towards where the long hedgerow began. A narrow grassy pathway stretched along the hedgerow, connecting the vegetables plots on the southern edge of the space, and together they followed it to the eastern edge of the allotment, where the tumbledown storage sheds and compost heaps were clustered.

      “Hmm, well…” Sally glanced around at the sheds and scrubby undergrowth. A rickety picket fence undulated behind the sheds, on the other side of which were the tall, mature trees of the woodland beyond. “I don’t see a sign of any gates. Do you?”

      Nick shook his head and picked his way past the compost heaps towards the picket fence. Finding a spot where the pickets had collapsed towards the ground, he climbed over to the other side where the scrub and shrubbery was thicker still.

      “I think I see something,” Nick said, narrowing his gaze and pointing to a gap in the undergrowth and wild shrubs. “Come and look.”

      Sally moved towards the part of the picket fence Nick had climbed over. When he turned and held out his hand to help her, she slid her fingers into his palm and thrilled at the sensation of his hand closing around hers, his skin against her skin.

      Once she was on the other side of the tumbling picket fence, she squeezed his hand in thanks.

      Nick squeezed back and smiled, holding onto her hand for another long beat before releasing her.

      “Okay, what have we got?” Sally asked.

      “See that spot over there where the shrubs aren’t as thick?” Nick pointed to where the woodland thinned out and the field on the other side of the hedgerow began. “I think I see something that looks like it might be a structure of some kind.”

      “Let’s check it out.”

      The afternoon autumn light was weak on the edge of the woodland tree canopy as they navigated through the thick undergrowth behind the allotment sheds. Once they’d reached the hedgerow again, Sally saw what had caught Nick’s attention.

      Lodged deep inside the thick hawthorn hedgerow, the outline of a compact wooden kissing gate was just visible. The hedge had long ago taken possession of the structure, and anyone wanting to use the gate to pass between the woodland and the fields wouldn’t find it easy.

      “This gate must have fallen out of use years ago, but I’m pretty sure this is what we’re looking for,” Sally said, her eyes bright as an excited grin lifted her mouth. “I can’t quite believe it’s here. I’m not sure I expected to find anything.”

      Nick gave the overgrown gate a thoughtful look. “Me either. So, what now?”

      “The clue says we have to find the box buried beneath the gate.”

      “Easier said than done.” He pointed to the ground around the base of the gate posts. “It’s completely overgrown. It’s also quite a large area, if we’re talking about digging it all up.”

      “Wait, what’s that?” Sally moved closer to the foliage-strewn gate, drawn by a faded splash of orange at the base of one of the gate posts. Crouching down, she let out a cry of surprise.

      “Nick, look! There’s a pumpkin trinket fixed to this gate post!”

      “You’re kidding.”

      When he crouched down beside her, Sally pointed to the small painted clay pumpkin trinket that was nailed to the base of the overgrown gate post. It was identical to the pumpkin trinket she’d found inside the brown envelope in the box back at the museum.

      The orange paint had faded over time, which was unsurprising considering how long the little trinket had probably been out here nailed to the gate post and subjected to the elements, but the hawthorn hedge had offered enough protection to keep some colour intact.

      “Wow,” Nick said, looking in astonishment at the clay pumpkin on the gate post. “Is this like one of those X-marks-the-spot moments?”

      Laughing, Sally nodded, thrilled by their discovery. “I think it might be.” She opened her tote bag and pulled out the small gardening fork and trowel she’d snagged from her shed at home and packed for just this scenario. “Let’s get digging.”

      Nick took one look at the gardening tools and let out a rumble of laughter. “I should’ve thought to bring something heavy duty from my work van. The ground is choked with undergrowth.”

      “We’ll make it work. Come on, lad, put your back into it.”

      On another chuckle, Nick took the trowel from her. “Yes, ma’am.”

      They started to dig, hacking through the weeds and creeping ivy. Although the earth was packed hard, they soon made progress. As the afternoon sun sank towards the horizon and the sky darkened above them, Sally’s gardening fork struck the edge of something metallic buried in the ground.

      The sharp sound of metal-on-metal had them both pausing and peering into the hole they’d dug. After scraping aside more loose dirt with her fork, Sally reached into the ground and pulled out the box that was buried there, her eyes wide in utter astonishment.

      The box was small, the compact rectangle barely covering her palm. Simple and unadorned, it looked like a storage box for use in a garage or workspace. There was nothing out of the ordinary about it.

      Other than the fact they’d found it buried in the ground, right where the pumpkin clue and the illustrated map had suggested they would.

      “Open it,” Nick said, his voice hushed, as if he, too, couldn’t quite believe they’d found what they’d come here searching for.

      The lid on the box was fixed on one side with small hinges. Sally prised the lid open, the hinges squeaking after so long buried underground. Inside, there was a folded clear plastic bag, almost like a sandwich bag, with something inside it.

      Sally removed the bag, pulled open the clipped seal at the top, and took out the folded piece of paper from inside.

      “It’s another handwritten note,” she said, scanning the page. “And it’s the same handwriting as on the note we found yesterday inside the brown envelope alongside the trinkets.”

      “What does it say?”

      Still crouching down beside Nick, Sally read the note. “It says, ‘This summer and autumn with you has been the best time of my life. You’ve reminded me how wonderful life can be. You’ve shown me how to have fun again. Remember the afternoon we spent here drinking pumpkin soup from our flasks and watching the sunset? That was such a beautiful time. I hope you know by now what my answer to your question will be. Surely you never had any doubt? But because I want to give you as much fun as you’ve given me these last months, keep following the clues… and I’ll be there waiting at the end. Go search for the apples next. Yours always, L.’”

      Sally’s voice was thick with emotion as she finished reading the note.

      The love letter, she corrected herself.

      If there had been any doubt that this mysterious treasure hunt was intended as some sweet game played between long-ago lovers, that doubt was now gone.

      “Well,” Nick said, his voice hushed as he waved a hand at the note Sally was holding. “That’s pretty special.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      Feeling her legs cramping from having crouched down on the ground for too long, Sally rose to her feet. The sudden movement sent a rush of blood to her head and made her dizzy. As the earth tilted around her and black dots flashed in her eyes, she felt Nick’s strong hand gripping her arm.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      Blinking, Sally regained her bearings. “I’m fine. I just stood up too fast.”

      His hand remained on her arm, holding her steady. One type of brain fuzz was replaced by another as Nick’s proximity caused her heart to flutter.

      In the soft light of the autumn afternoon, and with the sweet scent of the woodland thick in the air, Sally looked up into Nick’s eyes. His gaze searched hers, making Sally’s pulse race. Out of sight behind the wild hedge and the tangled shrubs, everything was quiet and hushed as Sally brought her mouth to Nick’s and kissed him.

      She sensed a flicker of hesitation before his arms encircled her and pulled her closer. His kiss was soft, warm, and oh-so delicious as Sally’s hands rested on the solid expanse of his chest. The sensation of his arms around her waist sent a tingling thrill along her spine.

      Nick was the one who broke the kiss first. Stepping back, he threw her an uncertain look.

      “Okay, that was unexpected.”

      “Was it?” Sally arched an eyebrow.

      Nick blew out a breath as a guilty grin lifted his mouth. “No, not really. If you hadn’t kissed me, I would’ve kissed you. I just don’t want you to think…”

      “What?”

      He waved an arm at their quiet surroundings. “That I’m the sort of man who lures women into isolated woodland and tries to seduce them.”

      Sally laughed at his amused tone. “I’m the one who suggested we come here.”

      “Okay, in that case, I’m not entirely sure how I feel about you being the sort of woman who lures men into isolated woodland and tries to seduce them.”

      Shaking with laughter, Sally squeezed Nick’s hand, unable to remember when a man had last made her laugh like this.

      Had last made her feel so alive.

      In the stillness on the edge of the woodland, they stood for another long moment, hand-in-hand as Sally’s laughter subsided. At last, Nick nodded to the metal tin in her hand and the note she’d read aloud.

      “So, we’ve found the first piece of treasure in the treasure hunt,” he said, releasing her hand and collecting their digging tools from the ground.

      “Amazingly enough, we have.” Sally frowned as she looked again at the handwritten letter she’d found. “Although this makes me feel a little sad.”

      “Why?”

      Sally waved the letter in the air. “The person this letter was intended for never got it. Never read it. It’s been buried here for years. Whoever wrote this letter, and set the treasure hunt, talks about using it to answer a question. Judging by what’s written here in this buried note, I can’t help thinking that question was about what these two people felt about one another. And perhaps, also, about what their future might hold.”

      “But if the letter was never read…”

      Nick let the question hang in the air and Sally knew he was thinking along the same lines as her.

      “If the letter was never read, then why not?” she said. “What happened? If they were a couple, or lovers, or whatever, what became of them? Who were they?” Glancing down at the letter, she folded it and returned it to the plastic bag for protection. “I’ll probably never know the answers to those questions, but I can’t help wondering.”

      These melancholy notions swirled along with the lingering passion from her kiss with Nick, turning her thoughts inside out. Noticing her expression, he gave her arm another comforting squeeze.

      “Come on, I’ll buy us a coffee,” he said. “It’s getting chilly out here anyway, and after all this treasure hunting, I think we could both use a pick-me-up.”

      “Good idea.”

      Using the edge of her shoe, Sally pushed the soil back into the hole they’d dug, then glanced to where the small faded pumpkin trinket was attached to the overgrown gate post.

      “Perhaps this little trinket belongs with its twin,” she said. “Now that we’ve found it, I don’t like the idea of just leaving it out here by itself.”

      Nick smiled, his expression soft. “You have a sweet way about you, Sally.” He pulled a pen knife from his jeans pocket and used one of the attached multi-tools to prise the pumpkin from the old rotted gate post, the small nail that was holding it there easily pulling away. Nick handed the worn pumpkin trinket to her, and she slipped it into the metal tin they’d dug from the ground alongside the love letter. After placing their treasure hunt haul inside her tote bag, she nodded towards the allotments.

      “Let’s go and have coffee.”

      Retracing their steps, they reached the place in the picket fence where they’d climbed through to the woodland’s edge. Before stepping over, Sally glanced back once more at the overgrown kissing gate and the small mound of disturbed earth now visible on the ground. She wondered about the person who’d come here so many years ago and buried the metal tin and love letter they’d just dug up, her imagination racing with ideas.

      Nick held out his hand to help her climb over the collapsed picket fence. Once more, she enjoyed the feel of his broad hand around hers, his skin tough from the physical labour of his workdays, but not rough. His were solid working hands and Sally held on for longer than she needed to once she’d climbed the fence. Only his wry grin as they cleared the tumbledown sheds and compost heaps and moved into the allotment space made her chuckle and finally let go.

      As they followed the worn paths back through the allotment patches, the gardener who’d spoken to them when they arrived raised her hand in a friendly wave.

      “Did you find what you were looking for, love?” the gardener called out.

      “Yes, thanks,” Sally replied and returned her wave.

      She’d found the hidden treasure promised on the hand-drawn map, that was true. But she’d found far more besides.

      On the one hand, she’d found more questions than answers as far as the people and motivations behind the map were concerned.

      But she’d also found pleasure and comfort in Nick’s embrace beneath the cool autumn canopy of the quiet woodland.

      What had begun as a curious puzzle about an old map that had lain forgotten in an attic for many years was turning into something personal and wonderful and thrilling.

      “Where do you fancy for coffee?” Sally asked as they left the allotments behind and turned along the lane that would lead them back into town.

      “You choose,” Nick said.

      “Fair enough,” Sally smiled. “I think I know the perfect place.”
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      By the time Nick followed Sally through the door of a tiny café hidden in one of the lanes that meandered towards the market square, the wind had picked up and blown ominous grey clouds across the blue sky. As they sat down at a table and shrugged off their jackets, fat raindrops began splattering against the café windows and windy gusts sent fallen leaves tumbling along the cobbled lane.

      “We made it inside just in time,” Sally said. “Thank goodness we left the allotments when we did.”

      Nick had never visited the snug café before, but he could see why Sally chose it. Warm and welcoming, it was decorated with a botanical theme throughout, from the fresh flowers in bud vases on the tables to the soft garden-inspired watercolour prints on the wall. The delicious aroma of coffee beans and cake filled the air, and Nick’s attention landed on the cake stands on the café counter, where all kinds of temptations awaited.

      “What would you like?” Nick asked Sally, nodding towards the café counter. “Shall we order some cake with our coffee as a reward after our adventure?”

      Laughing, Sally nodded. “You’re a bad influence. Go on then. Just choose whatever looks nice for me. I’m not fussy.”

      At the counter, Nick ordered coffees along with two iced buns. While the server took his payment and counted out his change, he looked across to where Sally was making herself comfortable at the table they’d chosen near the window. Her gaze was on the street outside, where the rain was growing heavier by the second, and Nick studied the contemplative look on her face, wondering what she was thinking about.

      Was she thinking about the kiss they’d shared only a few minutes ago? It was the one thing on Nick’s mind, that was for sure.

      When Sally had looked up into his eyes and then stepped into his arms, he’d almost frozen on the spot. Only her soft lips brushing against his had reminded him that this was something he wanted and wanted badly.

      But right before their lips had met, when he’d found his body frozen and his mind reeling, there had been a split second when Nick almost convinced himself to step away and stop the kiss before it started.

      Unhappy memories of his two failed marriages and his embarrassing cancelled engagement had raced through his head and made him wonder why on earth he’d ever want to set off down that same road once again.

      When Sally had kissed him, he’d remembered exactly why.

      It had only been a few days since the evening they’d spent in the restaurant with their disastrous dates, but he’d known from the moment he offered to walk her home afterwards that Sally Shepherd was a woman he wanted to know better.

      It wasn’t just about friendship. He knew that, and Sally knew that, too. She wouldn’t have kissed him otherwise.

      And yet, that seed of doubt and worry was still there. After everything he’d gone through with his last catastrophic relationships, should he really be putting himself out there again? Or should he call time on this thing with Sally right now, before it went any further, and before he led her on any more than he already had?

      The café server handed him his change and said she’d bring the order over once it was ready. Nick returned to the table and sat down across from Sally, who was looking out the window at the rain, her gaze distant.

      “Penny for them,” Nick said.

      “Sorry, I was a million miles away,” Sally said, shaking her head. “I’m still thinking about that letter we found buried inside the metal tin and wondering about who wrote it and who it was meant for.”

      “We’ve still got the other two clues to solve on the map. Perhaps if we dig up more ‘treasure’”—he smiled and made air quotes as he said this—“then we’ll also find out who was behind all of this in the first place.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      Sally pulled a sugar sachet from the little ceramic pot on the table and fidgeted with it for a moment before looking back at Nick.

      “About that kiss… I’m sorry if I overstepped the mark.”

      “You didn’t. Of course you didn’t. I already told you that if you hadn’t kissed me, I would’ve kissed you.”

      An amused smile curved at her mouth, making her eyes twinkle. “I’m probably a bit too long in the tooth to be snogging lads behind the sheds at the allotments.”

      Nick laughed long and hard at that, appreciating her humour. “Technically, we were in the woods.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s better or worse.”

      They were still laughing when the waitress arrived with their coffee and sticky buns. Stirring sugar into their mugs and passing napkins to one another, Nick enjoyed the easy pleasure of Sally’s company. Outside the window, the rain lashed harder and the wind howled, and Nick felt ridiculously cosy tucked inside the café with this captivating woman, drinking steaming hot coffee and slicing into sugary sticky buns.

      As they ate and drank, they made small talk about their families and work. A few minutes into their easy chitchat, Sally’s phone pinged. Setting down her coffee mug, she glanced at the screen and read the message there.

      “You don’t mind if I reply to this text, do you?” Sally asked.

      “Of course not. Is everything okay?”

      “Everything’s fine. It’s just a message from my ex-husband. He says he tried out a new lasagne recipe this afternoon and wants to know if I’d like some of it.”

      Nick watched Sally tapping out the message on her phone. “You and your ex-husband clearly have a great relationship. If any of my exes asked if I wanted some of their home cooking, I’d assume they were trying to poison me.”

      Laughing, Sally shook her head as she finished her message and set the phone aside. “I’m sure it’s not as bad as that.”

      “Oh, it is.”

      Picking up her coffee mug again, she gave him a thoughtful look. “I want to ask you something, Nick, but don’t want you to think I’m being nosy.”

      “Ask away. If you’re being nosy, I’ll tell you.”

      She gave a soft chuckle before sipping her coffee and eyeing him over the rim of the mug. “What happened to leave you with two divorces and an abandoned wedding in your recent past? You don’t strike me as someone who’s careless with your heart.”

      Nick only had himself to blame for opening this can of worms. He should’ve kept his quip to himself about his ex-wives wanting to poison him. It’s not as if it were true—well, not entirely true, at least. If it wasn’t for the effect Sally’s soft laughter had on him, and his desire to hear more of it, he wouldn’t have been making jokes about his disastrous relationships at all.

      “Are you sure you want to hear about this?” Nick asked. “Because I’m not sure I want to tell you. You have a good impression of me right now. Once I tell you all about my terrible judgement and relationship mishaps, that might change.”

      “I’m not about to flee the coffee shop and run for the hills.” She nodded to the windows and the pouring rain beyond. “It’s too wet out there, for one thing.”

      Nick laughed and drank more of his coffee. He knew why Sally was asking these questions. After their woodland kiss behind the allotments, she needed to know if Nick was worth the trouble of taking things any further, worth spending time with, worth kissing again.

      “Okay, here’s the potted summary,” Nick said. “After my wife, Amanda, passed away, my only focus was Beth. Nothing mattered except taking care of my daughter and making sure she was okay. Once Beth went off to university, I focused more on building the business, putting in the extra work I’d chosen not to do while Beth was at home. And then, one day, I realised I was lonely.”

      Sally’s expression filled with tenderness at this confession. Reaching across the café table, she squeezed his hand, but said nothing, just waited for him to continue.

      “Beth was the one who told me I had to think about seeing women again and deciding if I wanted a new relationship. But I didn’t want her to think I’d forgotten her mother.”

      Nick’s voice caught, and he covered the flood of emotion with a sip of coffee. “I’ll never forget Amanda. I’ll always love her and I’ll always miss her. Beth told me I could still love her and miss her, but also move on and find happiness with someone new.” He let out a sigh. “Quite how I was lucky enough to end up with Beth for a daughter, I’ll never know.”

      “She was raised by wonderful parents,” Sally said. “That’s why she turned into the amazing young woman you admire and cherish.”

      “Thank you for saying that.” Nick cleared his throat and continued with the story. “Anyway, I spent time going out on dates with women and finding my feet. A lot had changed since I met Amanda all those years earlier. Frankly, it was terrifying.”

      Sally laughed and popped the last piece of sticky bun into her mouth.

      “A few years passed filled with occasional dinner dates with women, and cinema trips and so on, with nothing coming of it, at least nothing long-term. And then I met Helen. We hit it off straight away. Everything clicked. She was my age, which at that time was my early fifties. She’d separated from her husband when their children were grown, much like yourself. She was full of life and fun to be around. Dating turned into a relationship, and then that turned into us living together. I fell in love, which was something I hadn’t expected to happen again. A year after we met, I asked her to marry me. We had a small wedding, just close family and friends. I thought I was lucky to have found someone like her to spend the rest of my life with.”

      Sally winced at this, knowing how it turned out. “What happened?”

      “We had a good few months together before I realised something wasn’t right. She started spending more time out of the house, saying she had to work late or was meeting her sister or had errands to run. I was so busy with my business, it took me longer than it should have to figure out there was a problem.”

      Nick folded the napkin on his plate a few times, hating how embarrassed he felt as he recounted this sorry story.

      “Helen was having an affair,” he said at last.

      Sally looked pained. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Oh, it gets worse. The man she had the affair with was a guest at our wedding, the plus-one of one of Helen’s friends. According to Helen, they’d been unable to take their eyes off each other when they met at the wedding reception. When Helen and her friend had coffee together a few weeks later, she bumped into this plus-one boyfriend again… and somehow, things started from there.”

      “Nick, what a terrible betrayal.”

      “It all came out in the wash, eventually. Helen tried to deny the affair at first, but later admitted what was going on. We’d only been married for seven months. I couldn’t believe it was already over. I felt incredibly stupid.”

      “It wasn’t your fault she cheated, Nick. If she started something with a guest at your wedding, days after you got married, the problem lies with her, not you.”

      “Maybe. But as we went through divorce proceedings, I found out from this friend of Helen’s, the one whose boyfriend she’d nabbed, that Helen also had an affair when she was married to her first husband. They’d patched things up and moved on for the sake of their kids, but something like that doesn’t exactly make a marriage stronger. Obviously, Helen had said nothing to me about this affair she’d had before. All she’d told me was that she and her husband had grown apart before separating.”

      “An extra-marital affair isn’t something you bring up in conversation.”

      “True. But if I’d had any idea, I never would’ve married her. I never would’ve dated her, either. Helen’s friend thought she was doing me a favour when she told me about the affair, but all it did was make me feel even more stupid than I already did.”

      Nick finished his coffee. “Anyway, we got divorced and I put Helen in the past and moved on. Beth told me to keep my chin up and not let one awful experience put me off. She seemed more keen on me getting back out there again than I was.”

      “She wanted you to be happy.”

      He nodded. “Or at least, she didn’t want me to be alone. After what happened with Helen, I wanted to tread carefully. And yet, two years later, I was calling off a wedding just weeks before the big day.”

      Nick felt a wave of exhaustion roll over him as he remembered that chaotic time. Deciding to speed up the recounting of all this misery, he pressed on.

      “Tracy was a good, kind woman, but I wasn’t in love with her. It took me far too long to admit that to myself. Tracy was the one who suggested we get married. She was a lovely person to be with, and we were such great friends by that point, I thought, why not? She’d openly admitted she wasn’t in love with me, but that she loved me and that was enough for her. I thought it would be enough for me, too. I was wrong.”

      “You did the right thing not going through with it,” Sally said. “Even if it was hard.”

      “I hurt her, and I hated myself for that. No bride wants to hear that the groom doesn’t want to go through with their wedding, and Tracy was livid. I couldn’t blame her. There was a lot of anger and bad-feeling and nasty words said, by her not me. After I called off the wedding, she moved away, and the funny thing is I missed her, because we’d become such great friends. I missed our friendship. How screwed up is that?”

      “It sounds like it was an unhappy time.”

      “I’d made Tracy feel the same way Helen had made me feel. Stupid and betrayed. I hated myself for that. Which probably explains how I ended up wandering into fiasco number three.”

      “Uh-oh,” Sally said. “This was the one with the woman who wanted to spend all your money?”

      Nick nodded and gave a wry grin. “I’d forgotten I’d already told you about Lucy when we had dinner the other night. She was pure fun and energy and brought a lot of light back into my life after the twin disasters of Helen and Tracy. It helped that she was ten years younger than me and flattered my ageing ego.”

      Sally laughed and signalled for the server at the counter to bring more coffees. “I think we might need a refill to help you through this last instalment.”

      “Good thinking.”

      “Was she really bad when it came to spending money?”

      Nick nodded, shuddering at the memory. “Every time I came home from work, there was some new purchase in the house—new furnishings or expensive kitchen gadgets or pricey linens and curtains. While I’m smart enough to understand a woman will want to add her own style to a house after she moves in, things just got out of hand. She had me rip out the bathroom I’d only updated two years earlier and install all new fixtures and fittings, only to decide she didn’t much like it after all and tell me we should do something different instead. She wanted new flooring throughout the house, new decking in the garden. And that’s before we even get into all the clothing and beauty purchases she required.”

      Nick almost broke out in a sweat just thinking about it. “We’d had a lot of fun dating, don’t get me wrong. Lucy was bright and full of energy and the life and soul of everything. She sort of bowled me over, if I’m being honest, and after the grim end of my relationship with Tracy, I needed something more light-hearted in my life.”

      “That makes sense. We all deserve some fun. Not everything in life should be intense and tough to handle.”

      “I fell in love with Lucy’s fun side and didn’t quite realise she didn’t love me back. She loved my money. There was no question about that. But once I said no to the endless purchases and the luxury holidays she wanted to book and the new cars she wanted to buy, things changed between us. She turned cold and mean and became downright horrible to live with, and I realised I’d made yet another mistake.”

      The waitress arrived with fresh coffee. Nick stirred in sugar and decided it was time to wrap up this sorry tale.

      “I think Lucy must have thought she’d married a Rockefeller, but although my business does well and I’m more than comfortably off, I couldn’t have kept up with her constant demands. And I couldn’t stay with a woman who withdrew her affection once it was obvious I wasn’t prepared to go bankrupt to satisfy her. It wasn’t easy accepting I was about to get divorced again, but it was the only option.”

      “That’s incredibly sad, Nick. I’m sorry.”

      “We’d only been separated for two months when I heard Lucy was already seeing someone new.”

      “Ouch.”

      “He’s a hedge fund manager, or so I heard, so hopefully he’ll meet Lucy’s financial requirements better than I could.”

      “Or maybe he’ll go bust when his investments collapse and you’ll have the last laugh.”

      Nick chuckled. “I don’t wish Lucy any ill will. To be honest, I’m just glad I got out of the marriage with the shirt still on my back. Although it was a close-run thing.”

      As they drank their coffees, Nick could see from Sally’s expression that she was mulling over everything he’d told her. It was a lot to take in. Perhaps she wished she’d never asked.

      “Sally, listen,” Nick began, then waved a hand in the air, trying to figure out what he wanted to say. “I never talk about this stuff. My two divorces, my cancelled engagement—it almost feels like it must have happened to someone else. I made terrible mistakes, and even now I’m not entirely sure how I got it all so wrong.”

      “You weren’t to blame for everything that happened, Nick.”

      “I trusted when I shouldn’t have. I overlooked warning signs. No matter who’s to blame, I made mistakes.”

      “In this world, who hasn’t?”

      Nick appreciated her generous comment. “Other than my daughter, you’re the first person I’ve opened up to about any of this. I haven’t even told Beth every single gory detail. And the only reason I’m telling you is because…” Another wave, this time in the vague direction of the allotments, a reminder of what had happened there. “Because I like you, Sally. But with my track records, that might not be such great news for you.”

      “Why?” Sally laughed. “Are you already planning on marrying me and then divorcing me? Or ditching me at the altar?”

      The idea made him bark out a sharp laugh. “No, of course not, but—”

      “Then I don’t think you should be worrying about any of that stuff from your past,” Sally interrupted. Leaning across the table, she laid her hand on his and gave him an amused smile. “Look, we’re just two people spending some time together while solving a baffling treasure hunt from yesteryear. People do that sort of thing all the time.”

      Nick laughed, enjoying the humour in her expression. “I’m not trying to overthink any of this.”

      “Then don’t.”

      “I’m just trying to give you fair warning.”

      “Duly noted. And because I’m not the sort of woman who has affairs, or proposes to men when she isn’t in love with them, or goes around spending money like it’s going out of fashion, then you should stop worrying about history repeating itself.”

      Frowning, he was about to saying something more, but Sally spoke again before he got there.

      “Nick, if you’re labouring under the misapprehension that because we shared a kiss today then it must mean I’m looking for a serious relationship, you can stop.” Her gaze looked serious now. “I’m happy living life on my own terms. I’m not looking for a man to complete my world. I like spending time with you, Nick. I like it a lot. But right now, that’s all we’re doing—spending time together.”

      Her serious expression softened into a smile. “Neither of us is interested in anything serious. So, what’s the problem?”

      Blinking, Nick thought about the question she’d asked.

      What was the problem?

      The problem was that Nick already felt the ground shifting beneath his feet. Ever since the moment his gaze had met Sally’s across that crowded restaurant a few nights ago, all bets had been off.

      For so long, Nick believed he was done with romance.

      Now, he wasn’t so sure. The kiss he’d shared with Sally in the cool autumn afternoon had made him want more.

      More was dangerous. Which was why he’d gone to such lengths to tell her all about his relationship disasters. Had he hoped to scare her off?

      Perhaps, yes. And yet she was still here, looking amused at his befuddlement and his need to explain himself.

      “The last few years have left some scars,” Nick said at last. “That’s all I’m saying.”

      “That’s life,” she said, and gave an easy shrug. “If it’ll make you feel any better, I could share a few horror stories of my own about the dating disasters I’ve endured since my divorce.”

      But before she could do that, her phone rang. Sally frowned at the screen.

      “It’s work calling,” Sally said. “I’d better answer in case they’re changing my shift pattern at the last minute. It wouldn’t be the first time they’ve done that.”

      Nick waved for her to take the call. As she spoke to the person on the other end, he got the gist of things. There was a staffing issue, and they wanted to know if Sally could help with emergency cover. Throwing him a weary eye roll across the table, she spoke to the caller for a moment longer before hanging up.

      “One of the carers has phoned in sick,” Sally said. “They’re short-staffed and can’t find anyone to cover it. I’ve said I’ll do a few hours this evening to lend a hand, which means I’ll have to get moving. I hope you don’t mind, Nick?”

      “Not at all. It’s good of you to help when they’re struggling.”

      “They’re always struggling. We’re constantly short-staffed and I don’t like knowing that elderly clients might be left without help to eat their dinner or get into bed.”

      Nick frowned. “Surely they can’t do that?”

      “Sometimes there’s no choice. I don’t like it any more than you do, which is why I’m a soft touch when they need help at short notice.”

      Sally rose from the table and pulled on her jacket. “They asked if I can start at five, so I’d better go home and get changed.”

      “I’ll walk you back. I need to pick up my car, anyway.”

      Grabbing her tote bag, she patted the contents and gave him a smile. “Thanks again for helping me find the first piece of ‘treasure’. Do you want to come with me tomorrow to search for the next clue?”

      “Sure, I’d like that.”

      Moving their conversation back to the safe terrain of the mysterious treasure map suited Nick just fine. Bizarre and quirky though the whole thing was, it was better than dwelling any further on Nick’s miserable relationship mishaps.

      Sally might be a good sport about what he’d told her, but having admitted to himself that he liked the woman—an awful lot—he didn’t want to scare her off by opening up any further about his disastrous past.

      As he opened the café door and followed Sally outside, he admitted something else to himself, too.

      He hoped they didn’t solve the second treasure hunt clue as quickly as they’d solved the first. The more time they spent puzzling over that silly map and those weird clues, the more time he got to spend with Sally without having to explain to himself what it might mean.

      And what it might be leading to in the future.
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      When Sally arrived at Alfie Hill’s house for his scheduled care visit and saw him slumped in his armchair in his living room, his head lolling and his mouth slack, terror gripped her and sent her rushing to the old man’s side.

      “Alfie! Alfie, are you okay?”

      Shaking his arm, her heart raced as Alfie’s eyelids fluttered. “Ugh… who’s there?”

      Sally let out a sharp breath, relief flooding through her. For one terrible moment, she’d thought he was dead. Never before had she seen the old man so still.

      “Alfie, it’s me, Sally, your home carer.” Lowering her voice so as not to startle the poor man any further, she squatted down beside his armchair. “You were out for the count when I arrived. You didn’t even hear me coming through the door or calling out hello.”

      Alfie blinked and shifted position. “I, uh, I must have fallen asleep. What time is it, lass?”

      “It’s half-past six. I’m here to make you a cup of tea and get you ready for bed.”

      Confusion creased the old man’s expression. “Weren’t you here this morning already?”

      “Yes, but the office are short-staffed and asked me to cover the back shift. That’s why I’m here again.” Smiling, she patted Alfie’s liver-spotted hand. “Well, and also because you’re my most difficult client and I like checking up on you to make sure you aren’t getting into too much trouble.”

      He snorted out a weak laugh and hauled himself up in his armchair. “If I’ve been asleep for as long as I think I have, then I’ve definitely not been getting into any trouble. The chance would be a fine thing.”

      “Are you feeling okay? How long have you been sleeping?”

      Still blinking, Alfie peered at the clock on the mantlepiece and at the television in the corner where the evening news was on.

      “I started watching my game shows at three o’clock. That’s the last thing I remember.”

      Concerned by this, Sally placed a hand on Alfie’s forehead. “Do you feel poorly? Perhaps you’re coming down with something. The other day when I was here, you said you weren’t feeling too great.”

      “I feel fine. Just tired, that’s all. When you get to my age, you’re always tired.”

      Alfie’s forehead didn’t feel warm to the touch, but Sally fetched the digital thermometer from the kitchen just to be sure.

      “Well, you don’t have a temperature,” Sally said after taking his reading.

      “See, I told you I was fine.”

      But he still didn’t look fine. The old man looked exhausted, despite having slept half the afternoon away.

      “I’ll make you a nice hot cup of tea and we’ll get you ready for bed. How does that sound?”

      Alfie nodded and Sally helped him up from the armchair. In his bedroom, she set out fresh pyjamas and helped Alfie get out of his cardigan and pullover, dealing with fussy buttons and zippers on his behalf, because those were the tasks with which he struggled. Knowing the man still guarded his privacy, and hated it when the carers loitered as he undressed, Sally left him to his own devices and turned the kettle on in the kitchen. The tea was brewing when she heard him shuffling from the bedroom back through to the sitting room, his walker brushing across the carpet.

      “Shall I make you a nice slice of toast, Alfie?”

      “No thanks, love. I’m not hungry.”

      “I noticed you didn’t eat the sandwich we left in the fridge for dinner time.”

      “I didn’t want it.”

      Standing in the doorway, Sally frowned. “You have to eat something, Alfie. I don’t like thinking of you sitting here later with your stomach rumbling. Surely a slice of nice hot buttery toast will be just the thing to keep you going?”

      Her gentle tone did the trick and Alfie nodded. “All right, then. If it’ll stop you harassing me, I’ll have a slice of toast.”

      Five minutes later, Sally wheeled Alfie’s tray into place at his armchair and served the steaming cup of strong tea and plate of hot comforting toast. While she dealt with the other tasks on her care visit list, she watched him from the corner of her eye, satisfied to see him eat one toast slice.

      Alfie took a bite out of the second slice, but ate no more before pushing it away and picking up his tea. At least he’d eaten something.

      “What have you got on television to watch tonight?” she asked him.

      “A load of rubbish, no doubt.”

      “Here’s your TV guide.”

      He took the magazine and flicked through it for a minute before tossing it aside.

      “Would you like the radio on instead?”

      “No, don’t bother. I’ll just watch whatever’s on the telly for a bit and then get myself off to bed.”

      “Don’t go too early, or you’ll wake up in the wee hours, unable to get back to sleep again.”

      Alfie let out a long sigh. “Don’t remind me. But when you find yourself in your pyjamas at half-past six in the evening, it’s hard not to start thinking about getting to bed. If I could manage pulling clothes on and off myself, I wouldn’t put my night clothes on until much later.”

      Sally knew it wasn’t ideal for some of their clients to find themselves pyjama-clad so early in the evening, but it was the only way to deliver the care packages as they worked through the final visit schedules each day. Alfie had grumbled about this before, but seemed especially out of sorts about things right now.

      Usually by this point during her visit, he would’ve already asked her what was going on out in the world. He hadn’t done so, and it worried Sally.

      She’d done this job long enough to notice the warning signs when an elderly client was on the cusp of a downward slide. Deciding the man needed something to spark his interest, Sally gave him a bright look as she checked his medicine box and dealt with her other tasks.

      “Well, it’s all go over at the local history museum, Alfie. The autumn exhibition is only a few days away now, and I think we’re close to getting everything ready.”

      “Good for you, love,” he said, but his smile was still weak.

      “And you’ll never guess what I’ve been up to these past few days. We received a box of donated bits and bobs at the museum, and when I looked through it all, I found something very mysterious. A treasure map. Can you believe that?”

      “Oh?”

      Alfie gave her another distracted smile as he sipped his tea. Sally wasn’t sure he was even listening to her. Not long ago, a statement like that would’ve had the old man peering over the top of his spectacles in undisguised interest and demanding to know more.

      “At first we thought the treasure map had something to do with the Hamblehurst gardening club, but then we realised someone had used it for something else entirely, and today I set off to follow the clues and had myself quite an adventure.”

      Under other circumstances, Alfie would have been all ears, not because her stories were ever terribly exciting, but because Alfie just enjoyed hearing about what was going on in the world beyond his front door. Confined as he was to his small house, and with few visitors other than his paid carers, he usually took whatever conversation he could get, no matter the topic.

      This evening, though, Alfie’s gaze remained distant as Sally chattered away.

      “I think I might just get myself off to bed, if you don’t mind,” Alfie said.

      Dismayed at the worn-out expression on Alfie’s face, Sally sighed. “Are you sure it’s not too early?”

      “I don’t care. I’m fed up sitting here and my neck’s sore from falling asleep in my chair for so long.”

      Alfie hauled himself out of the armchair and grabbed his walker. Although he didn’t need any assistance getting in and out of bed, Sally followed him through to the bedroom anyway, not liking the shaky steps he was taking.

      While Alfie settled himself into bed, Sally fetched a glass of water and sat it on his bedside table before closing the curtains.

      “If you feel unwell during the night, make sure you press your emergency call button,” she told him.

      “I’ll be fine, lass. Off you go.”

      With one last look at the man’s thin frame beneath the duvet cover, Sally turned off the bedroom light. After washing his tea things and closing the rest of the curtains around his small house, she filled out the visit form in Alfie’s care binder and then left.

      Worry creased her forehead all the way to her next care visit, and during the rest of the short evening shift she’d agreed to work, she couldn’t stop thinking about the old man and hoping he was okay.
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        * * *

      

      When Sally’s shift finished at eight-thirty, she headed home, fantasising about kicking her shoes off her tired feet and sinking into the soft cushions on the sofa. Between her morning shift, and the traipsing around she’d done with Nick in the afternoon as they followed the treasure hunt clues over to the allotments, and then the unexpected extra hours of work she’d agreed to this evening, she was wiped out.

      And hungry too, she realised as her stomach rumbled. The last thing she’d eaten was the sticky bun Nick bought her at the coffee shop hours ago, and she’d skipped dinner in order to cover the staff shortage at work. Mentally scanning the contents of her fridge back at home left her depressed.

      Remembering the message she’d received earlier from Trevor about the lasagne he’d made, she perked up. A quick phone call to her ex-husband was all it took for him to agree to pop round to her house with a lasagne portion. She offered to go to his house and collect it himself to save him any trouble, but when he learned she’d just finished the second of two care shifts that day, he insisted on driving over.

      By the time Sally was walking down Foxglove Street, Trevor and Lorna were pulling up outside her house and getting out of their car. Lorna juggled three food storage boxes and half a French baton in her hands as she shimmied out of the car seat.

      “We’ve come with sustenance,” Lorna grinned, gesturing with her bountiful armload.

      “That looks like a lot more than just a single portion of lasagne,” Sally scolded them both.

      “I brought you two lasagne portions,” Trevor said. “One for tonight’s dinner and one for the freezer. There’s French bread to dip into the lasagne sauce. And I whipped up a trifle, too, so you’ve got a nice spoonful of that to enjoy for pudding.”

      “Thanks very much. You’re spoiling me.”

      “If you’re going to work two shifts in one day, you need a proper meal in your stomach,” Trevor said. “And anyway, it will help if you can tell me what you think of the second lasagne portion once you defrost it. I’m experimenting with the sauce and feedback is much appreciated.”

      “He has a recipe spreadsheet he’s using to find the best bechamel for frozen lasagne,” Lorna said with an amused eye roll for her husband.

      “I don’t doubt it,” Sally said, unlocking her front door.

      Inside the house, Lorna carried the food haul to the kitchen and Trevor got to work reheating the lasagne portion in the microwave, ignoring Sally’s assurances she could manage the task herself.

      “You’ll leave it in there too long and cremate it,” Trevor said, waving her off.

      He probably wasn’t wrong. While Trevor and Lorna fussed around in the kitchen, getting in each other’s way as they warmed the food and sliced the bread, Sally took the opportunity to pull off her shoes.

      The groan of delight she let out was borderline filthy as her trainers peeled away from her aching feet.

      “No wonder your feet hurt,” Lorna said, arriving in the sitting room with a glass of red wine for Sally. “Two shifts in one day is far too much hard work.”

      “Someone had to do it.” Sally rubbed the soles of her feet and tried not to moan in ecstasy.

      “I suppose tramping around over at the allotments with some handsome man at your side took its toll, too,” Lorna said, her eyebrows waggling.

      Sally’s gaze snapped towards Lorna. “How did you hear about that?”

      Lorna waved a hand, as if it were obvious. “The Hamblehurst gossip vine, of course. Where else? One of my friends has a plot over at the allotments and saw you there.”

      Lorna had friends everywhere, serving as the eyes and ears that kept the woman in the know about everything that was going on around the town.

      “My friend wondered who the handsome man was that you were with,” Lorna added and then gave Sally an expectant look.

      “It was Nick Maxwell.”

      Lorna thought about this as she sat down in an armchair. “That bloke who was in the museum on Saturday?”

      “Yes. The same man you almost ran over last week.”

      Lorna ignored this comment, but her eyebrows were still waggling. “What on earth were you doing walking around the allotments with him?”

      Sally wasn’t about to tell Lorna anything about the mad treasure hunt expedition. She’d be sitting here still talking about it at midnight, knowing Lorna.

      “We were just checking out a few details for one of the displays we’re putting together for the museum’s autumn exhibition. We have a gardening club exhibit and needed to look at something over at the allotments.”

      Lorna appeared a little baffled by this explanation, but before she could delve further, Trevor appeared with a tray containing a plate of bubbling lasagne and slices of French bread.

      “Your meal, madam,” Trevor said with an exaggerated flourish and sat the tray on Sally’s lap.

      “You’re definitely spoiling me.”

      “You deserve it, after a day spent running around Hamblehurst looking after all our old folks,” Trevor said.

      “And also running around the allotments with her new boyfriend,” Lorna added.

      “Eh?” Trevor said. “What’s all this?”

      “For God’s sake, he’s not my new boyfriend,” Sally said, feeling a flush warm her cheeks as she remembered the kiss she’d shared with Nick. She definitely wasn’t about to tell Lorna anything about that. “He’s just helping with a few things we need to sort out for the museum exhibition.”

      “He’s a handsome man,” Lorna said, looking dreamy.

      “Who’s this you’re talking about?” Trevor scowled.

      “Remember when we did the pub quiz last Sunday at the Royal Oak and we were a couple of people short on our team?” Lorna said. “Remember that nice man Nick and his daughter Beth who joined us? Well, Sally has been seen around town with him.”

      “Lorna, he’s just helping me with something!”

      “Well, I can only hope so.” Lorna gave her a saucy wink. “He’s delicious.”

      “Um, you do know I’m standing right here, don’t you?” Trevor said.

      “How could I possibly forget, my love?”

      Entertaining though their bickering was, Sally was salivating at the prospect of devouring the lasagne Trevor had brought her, and the last thing she wanted to do while shovelling the food into her mouth was be subjected to any further interrogation from Lorna about her love life.

      “Right you two, I’m about five seconds away from inhaling this meal and unless you want to see me eat like an animal, it’s time to leave,” Sally said.

      “We’ll leave you in peace,” Trevor said. “Don’t forget to give me feedback on what you think of the bechamel sauce in the lasagne.”

      “Will do.”

      “And don’t forget to let me know if you and this Nick fella are planning any more secret rendezvous at the allotments,” Lorna added. “I’ll want to hear all the juicy details.”

      Before she could answer, Trevor shooed his wife out of the sitting room towards the hallway, giving Sally a world-weary eye roll as they departed. Calling out goodbyes as they piled out the front door, Sally wished them goodnight, thanking them again for being so kind in bringing her a hot meal to enjoy.

      Digging into the lasagne, Sally closed her eyes and enjoyed the delicious savoury food. Trevor had a winning recipe on his hands for sure. Sally wasn’t sure what he’d added to the bechamel sauce, but it made her want to lick the plate clean.

      She was mopping sauce up with the last of the sliced French bread when her phone pinged. Grabbing it from the table, she saw a message there from Nick.

      Are we still on for tomorrow afternoon’s treasure hunt? Thought I’d check in case you have to cover any more shifts at work.

      Sally tapped out a reply. We’re still on. I’m looking forward to it.

      Three dots indicated Nick was writing another reply. Hope you’re not too tired from your extra shift, after all the running around you already did today.

      Sally replied. I’m fine. Or I will be once I’ve soaked in a nice hot bubble bath.

      She’d pressed Send before she realised she shouldn’t have said that thing about the bath. Why on earth was she conjuring images for Nick of herself naked and about to sink into a hot bubble bath? Did it sound ridiculously flirty and suggestive?

      She cringed at the silly mistake. Obviously she was more tired than she realised, and the glass of wine she’d gulped down with dinner hadn’t helped.

      On her phone, the three dots were flashing again. After a few seconds, they stopped. Then started again.

      Sounds like you deserve it. Enjoy. See you tomorrow at two. Nick.

      He’d obviously thought about how to reply and opted for something neutral. Sally was relieved. She wasn’t one for playing silly games. If she wanted more intimacy with Nick, she’d simply tell him, not send suggestive messages about bubble baths.

      If it even had been suggestive. Now, she wasn’t so sure.

      “You’re overthinking things,” Sally muttered to herself as she carried her tray to the kitchen.

      But it was hard not to, as her mind returned to the kiss she’d shared with Nick that afternoon. She’d loved every moment of it. She hoped she’d get the chance to kiss him again.

      Or perhaps he’d kiss her this time.

      Imagining Nick taking the initiative and pulling her into his arms and kissing her senseless had her pausing at the kitchen sink, deliciously lost in thought.

      For too long she’d assumed such romantic foolishness was long behind her. Now she knew she’d been wrong about that.

      Being wrong wasn’t so bad if it left her feeling like this.
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      Nick arrived at the renovation house on Foxglove Street in the early afternoon to find the place a hive of activity and the work continuing at pace. He’d spent the morning dealing with the mountains of paperwork, finances, and legal matters that were integral to running his business, and was glad to leave the desk work behind in order to check up on an ongoing project.

      The Foxglove Street house was fast becoming his favourite renovation project. Just pulling up outside the property in his car made him feel happy.

      Seeing the progress being made inside made him happier still.

      His right-hand man, Ed, was helping the joiner replace the floorboards in the dining room. The boards in the sitting room were already re-laid and waiting for a coat of varnish.

      In the downstairs toilet, the plumber was installing the new washbasin and the sleek taps Nick had picked out himself.

      The kitchen was in the midst of a complete transformation as the fitters cracked on with the installation. They’d already hung some of the cupboard doors on the wall units, and Nick knew the sage paint colour he’d chosen for the finish was the right one, bringing period warmth and character to the space.

      Upstairs, the tiler was at work finishing the floor in the main bathroom while the decorators painted the walls in one of the bedrooms.

      Checking his clipboard, Nick was pleased to see they were on schedule across most of their job lists. The extra work he’d done himself over the weekend to build the kitchen carcass had kept them on target, just like he knew it would.

      “It’s looking good, boss,” Ed said when Nick reappeared downstairs in the dining room. “What do you think of these floorboards?”

      “I’m glad we kept them. It was the right choice. What are your thoughts on varnish colour?”

      “I say keep it light. No point stripping these floorboards and re-laying them and going to all this trouble, only to hide the features beneath a dark varnish.”

      “That’s what I think, too. The honey-coloured shade we used in that house we renovated last year over in Oxley Grange might do the trick.”

      “Sounds good. Want me to order some?”

      Nick nodded. “Yeah, let’s do it.”

      Satisfied that yet another choice had been made to keep the renovation moving forward, Nick consulted his clipboard once more. After receiving updates from Ed about the new delivery time for the fireplace he’d ordered for the sitting room, along with further design details the landscape gardener had sent through for the garden overhaul, Nick checked the time.

      “I’m taking the rest of the afternoon off,” he told Ed.

      “Again?” Ed could hardly conceal his surprise. “It’s not like you.”

      “Do you need me to stick around for something?”

      “No, I’ve got everything in hand. It’s just that you usually have to be prised out of a property when we’re at this stage in a renovation, and yet you’re taking two afternoons off in a row.”

      “I was here working on the kitchen over the weekend.”

      Ed’s gaze narrowed. “Sure, but still. Is everything okay? You’re not ill, are you?”

      Nick barked out a laugh. “No, I’m not ill. I’m just taking a few hours off, that’s all.”

      Although as Nick returned to his car and dumped his clipboard and workbag in the boot, he wondered what it said about him if his right-hand man thought the only possible explanation for him taking time off was because he was ill.

      Well, he wasn’t ill. He was off to meet Sally. He did have some sort of life outside of work.

      Or at least, the beginnings of one.

      Pausing on the street before jumping inside his car, Nick glanced back at the Foxglove Street renovation project, and had the same thought he had every time he came here. It was going to be an incredible house once he was finished with it.

      And one of the best renovations he’d ever done.

      Nick hopped inside his car and drove the short distance down the street to park outside Sally’s house. If someone had told him a week ago that he’d be giving up time working on a renovation in order to go on a madcap treasure hunt with a woman he’d only just met, he’d think they were mad.

      And yet here he was, ringing Sally’s doorbell and wondering what today’s adventure with her might hold in store.

      As he stood on her doorstep, he thought again of the kiss they’d shared yesterday.

      No sooner had the image filled his head than it was replaced by a dark montage of his last three catastrophic relationships, the images whirring through his mind in a split-second.

      Helen, betraying him almost from the moment they were married by starting an affair behind his back.

      Tracy, her face filled with sadness as they ended their engagement and left their friendship in tatters.

      Lucy, screaming her head off in a tantrum because he refused to fund the extravagant lifestyle to which she seemed to think she was entitled.

      Was Sally yet another disaster in the making?

      As Sally’s door opened and she gave him a smile that caught him hard in his chest, Nick pushed away the stupid thoughts. He’d only known this woman for a few days, so why was he already thinking about whether things might go wrong? They weren’t even in a relationship yet.

      Yet. Nick let that word linger in his mind, turning it over and wondering what it might signify.

      “Ready to go?” he asked Sally.

      “Ready.”

      “So, where are we headed?”

      Another smile lifted her lips. “Well, I have a new theory about our second clue.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      She nodded towards his parked car. “I’ll tell you on the way, if you don’t mind driving?”

      If Sally was in the passenger seat beside him, he’d happily drive wherever she wanted to go.

      And that was yet another thought he’d have to let linger in his mind, turning it over while wondering what it might mean.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, so tell me all about this theory of yours,” Nick said once they were in his car. “And maybe you ought to tell me where I’m headed to.”

      “Do you know the Abbeyhill Hotel?” Sally asked.

      “Sure, it’s a couple of miles southwest of here.” The luxury hotel boasted a spa and leisure club, a fancy restaurant and bar, but was famous locally for its kitchen garden. “Is that where we’re going?”

      Sally nodded. “It is, and I’ll explain on the way.”

      As Nick drove away from the kerb, Sally pulled the illustrated map from her tote bag along with the bundle of clues and trinkets they’d gathered so far.

      “So, yesterday we confirmed that Pumpkin Place on our illustrated map is in fact Hamblehurst allotments,” Sally said, tapping her finger on the map. “Clue number two is Apple Cider Lane. And that’s where I think it gets a little more complicated.”

      “Well, it’s all been incredibly straightforward so far,” Nick said. “It’s only fair to expect a bump in the road.”

      Sally laughed. “It’s obvious that the names written on these clues on the map must have meant something to whoever wrote the letters, and would have been meaningful to the person those letters and these clues were intended for. So the Pumpkin Place reference was about pumpkins being grown there at the allotments, of course, but we also know from the letter we found buried in the tin that there was a more personal meaning, too. The letter talked about the flask of pumpkin soup they’d shared there as they watched the sunset. The pumpkin reference was about a place, but it was also about the pumpkin soup they’d shared. It was about something personally meaningful, something only the two people involved would know about.”

      “And so the same must be true of the other clues, too.”

      “Exactly.” Sally tapped the map again. “Now that we know Pumpkin Place signifies the allotments, it helps us work out where the other clue locations might be. I already know there’s no such place as Apple Cider Lane, either in Hamblehurst or anywhere nearby. However, thinking about where it’s located on this illustrated map in relation to Pumpkin Place made wonder about what’s out towards the southwest of the town.”

      “And that led you to the Abbeyhill Hotel?”

      “Eventually. Last night, I couldn’t stop thinking about where the next clue might lead us. Something about the Apple Cider Lane reference stuck in my head. Finally, I remembered working through some old photographs at the museum a while ago—photos of apple orchards.”

      His eyes still on the road, Nick frowned. “I didn’t know there were any apple orchards around Hamblehurst.”

      “There aren’t, not anymore. The photographs were from about forty years ago, when there was a small orchard still operating in the grounds at Abbeyhill. Before it became a posh hotel, there was a farm there, and the farmer kept an orchard that grew apples for the cider business. But the farm fell on hard times, and the farmer sold up to the hotel group who built the hotel on the land.”

      “And you think that’s where the clue leads to?”

      “It’s a theory. The written clue on the icon list says, ‘Once upon a time there was an orchard’, and if these clues were written maybe twenty years ago, as we think they might have been, then the Abbeyhill orchard was gone by then and the hotel was already built. That’s what the riddle in clue could mean.”

      “Remind me what the clue on the apple trinket says.”

      Sally turned over the brown label attached to the wooden apple slice. “It says, ‘In the lane of twisted apple trees, find the box beneath the bench.’”

      “But if the orchard isn’t there anymore, why would there still be any apple trees around?”

      “It’s a long shot, I know. But as Abbeyhill is the only place I can think of nearby where there was once an orchard, and which also fits with the location on our illustrated map, I think it’s our best bet. Once we get there, we’ll find out one way or the other.”

      Nick thought about this as he drove. “The hotel has a kitchen garden on the grounds. They’ve made a name for themselves by using it to supply their restaurant with locally grown produce. Maybe there are still signs of the old orchard somewhere near the kitchen garden.”

      “See, now you’re thinking,” Sally smiled.

      They arrived at the Abbeyhill Hotel a few minutes later. Nick pulled into the long driveway that led from the road to the hotel building and parked near the entrance. Once they got out of the car, they glanced around to get their bearings. Sally pointed towards a pathway leading through a walled garden at one side and towards the back of the hotel.

      “Shall we have a little wander first?” she asked. “If we can’t find what we’re looking for, we could ask inside at reception and see if anyone can help us.”

      Nick nodded and followed Sally through the gap in the stone wall to the gardens and grounds of the hotel. Passing an outdoor bar seating area, they reached the back of the hotel building, where a terrace accommodated more outdoor seating between the glass-fronted restaurant and the kitchen garden on the other side.

      A brick wall enclosed the kitchen garden on two sides, and it comprised a mix of vegetable patches, fruit trees, and companion flowers, all laid out in neat grids separated by gravel paths for access. A small wooden sign at the entrance invited guests and visitors to explore the kitchen garden and asked them to respect the plants they found there.

      “Well, there are fruit trees at least,” Nick said, pointing to the cluster of trees in the kitchen garden and laden with ripe pears, plums, and apples. “And I can see an apple tree from here.”

      “Me too. But our clue says we need to find a lane of twisted apple trees, and then look for a bench.”

      “Let’s take a closer look.”

      Together, they entered the kitchen garden, walking the length of the gravel paths to where they ended at the brick walls enclosing the space. As the garden was compact and easy to navigate, it didn’t take long to confirm there was no sign of what they were looking for.

      When Nick reached the red brick wall enclosing the kitchen garden on its western edge, he stepped around to see what was on the other side. A scrubby patch of land stretched between the kitchen garden boundary and a large auxiliary building beyond. A sign on the door of the building said, ‘Hotel Staff Only’.

      Nick was about to turn around and look elsewhere when he saw a flash of red amongst the dark green leaves of the hedges and shrubs that ran wild on one side of the auxiliary building. Squinting his eyes against the low autumn sun, Nick realised what he was looking at.

      “Sally! I think I’ve found something.”

      She hurried over to join him. Nick pointed to the corridor of wild shrubs and overgrowth that clogged the space beyond the auxiliary building.

      “Do those look like apples to you?” he asked, gesturing to the flashes of red in the distance.

      A bright smile lit up Sally’s face. “Maybe. Let’s find out.”

      Nick knew they ought to speak to someone at the hotel before they went marauding around the grounds beyond the areas designated for the guests. But he was too caught up now to worry about that, and instead followed Sally towards the auxiliary building and the stretch of overgrown land beside it.

      “This is just like yesterday,” Sally said as they picked their way through the undergrowth. “We’re romping around in the wilderness yet again.”

      “Any sign of a lane of twisted trees?” Nick asked.

      “Not yet.”

      Considering how overgrown things were on this part of the hotel grounds, Nick kept an eye on Sally as she ploughed on, not wanting her to lose her footing and land on her face.

      “I see an apple tree!” Sally cried out at last. “Look, it’s just over there.”

      Nick followed to where she was pointing. Right where he’d seen the flash of red, there was a single apple tree growing wild amongst the undergrowth. As they approached it and moved further away from the formal hotel grounds, the land evened off and although the place was still weed-choked, Nick saw evidence of what had once been a row of apple trees.

      Only one tree now remained, the one on which he’d glimpsed the ripening autumn apples. Left to its own devices, the tree had turned wild, its branches sprouting in all directions. Beside it was a fallen tree on the ground, and another one further along, too, their roots upended and showing signs that birds had nested there. A fourth tree stood half-dead beside them, some branches lifeless, while others threw out a few straggling leaves. At the end of the row was the decaying stump of a tree that had been felled long ago.

      “It’s overgrown and wild and forgotten,” Sally said, glancing around. “But those are apple trees, and this was certainly a lane at one time. The trees are in a line like they would’ve been in an orchard.”

      “Let me see the trinket again.”

      Sally handed him the wooden apple trinket and he read the clue written on the brown label. “It says, ‘In the lane of twisted apple trees, find the box beneath the bench.’ We’ve got a lane of apple trees. Any sign of a bench?”

      They hunted around in search of a bench. Unlike yesterday, when Nick had quickly spied the kissing gate smothered beneath the hedgerow, they had no such luck this time around. After five minutes of peeking through the undergrowth and venturing further into the shrubbery, they came up with nothing.

      “The orchard would have stretched further than this,” Sally said, pointing deeper into the undergrowth. “Should we follow the line of these trees just a little further?”

      Nick nodded, seeing no point in coming this far and not being thorough. Yesterday, he’d hoped the hunt for the second treasure hunt clue wouldn’t be over as quickly as the first, and now his wish was being granted. He only had himself to blame for now finding himself knee-deep in brambles and stinging nettles.

      “You stay here,” Nick said, eyeing the light cargo trousers Sally was wearing. “I don’t want you getting scratched or stung. My jeans should keep the worst of the thorns at bay.”

      Before she could object, Nick plunged into the thicket. A few steps into the wild growth, he saw signs of yet another fallen apple tree. Beyond that, he found another fallen comrade that was carpeted in brambles, making it impossible to see it had once been a tree until he was skirting around it.

      Wading onwards, following the line of fallen apple trees, Nick’s boot connected with something hard underfoot. When he looked down, he saw the vague outline of something that might be a bench seat lying flat on the ground.

      “Have you found something?” Sally called out.

      “Maybe.”

      Clearing away the weeds, Nick revealed the rotted sections of a small wooden bench. Tumbled beside the slats that comprised the seat and back support were two end sections lying askew amongst the brambles and overgrowth. The wooden sections had become so rotted they’d collapsed in on themselves. Judging by the condition of the wood and the wear and tear, the bench hadn’t been intact for many years.

      “I’ve definitely found a bench,” Nick called back to Sally. “It’s fallen apart on the ground, but it’s here.”

      “How exciting!” Sally followed him into the thick undergrowth through the path he’d cut while striding through the weeds.

      “Watch out, it’s thorny.”

      “I’m fine.” Sally batted away a few brambles as she reached him. Her eyes widened at the sight of the rotted bench on the ground. “We found it!”

      The excitement and pleasure in her voice made Nick grin. Inspecting the bench remains further, he noticed something else. “Look, that’s the wooden frame that would’ve been the arm rest and feet of the bench at one time. Can you see what’s there?”

      Sally leaned closer to the bench and let out a squeal. “It’s another trinket! Nailed to the bench!” Removing the wooden apple slice trinket from inside the tote bag she’d brought, she held it up to its faded twin attached to the side of the bench frame and gave Nick another dazzling smile. “I can’t believe this!”

      “Once again, X marks the spot. Did you bring your digging tools?”

      “Of course.” Sally reached inside the tote bag again and pulled out her gardening fork. “Although I can see this wild growth is a different kettle of fish than what we faced yesterday. I’m not sure my little gardening fork is up to the challenge.”

      “Give it here.”

      Sally handed him the gardening fork. After scraping away the worst of the brambles and weeds from the collapsed wooden bench, Nick lifted the slatted seat from the ground. Insects scuttled for cover, and Nick saw that beneath the wooden bench seat, the ground was soft.

      “We might be in luck,” he said, poking the fork into the ground and shifting the dirt with relative ease. “This bench seat has stopped the heavy duty weeds and shrubs taking hold in the soil.”

      “I’ll help dig with the gardening trowel,” Sally said, reaching back into her tote bag.

      “No, let me do this. There isn’t much room with all this weedy growth around us. It’ll be easier if one of us takes charge.”

      Nick leaned into the digging work. Focusing his attention close to the area near the seat frame end section where they’d found the apple trinket nailed into the wood, Nick forked the soil and soon made progress. He hoped he’d find whatever they were looking for before one of the hotel employees discovered them here and asked what on earth they were doing, skulking around in the shrubbery. It wouldn’t be easy to explain the quest that had brought them here.

      A dull thwacking sound told Nick he’d hit something. Pushing the fork further into the ground, he felt resistance at the end of the tines. After clearing away the loose soil, Nick reached into the small hole he’d dug and pulled out the object he’d found inside.

      Sally’s eyes danced as he held up a small metal box.

      “We found it!” Sally clapped her hands. “It’s the same style of box as the one we found yesterday!”

      “Let’s climb out of these weeds before we look inside.”

      They retreated to the edge of the undergrowth where they’d spied the first of the apple trees. Sally was almost hopping from foot to foot in excitement. Nick couldn’t help laughing at her joyful good cheer. On the one hand, it was ludicrous that they were doing this mad treasure hunt at all. On the other hand, knowing it brought Sally such innocent pleasure to solve the clues and unearth the buried ‘treasure’ made her even more attractive to him than she already was.

      Mulling over this realisation, Nick handed the box to Sally.

      “You open it,” he said. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”

      Nick watched her face as she took the box from him and ran her fingers over the lid before prising it open. Light danced in her eyes as she removed the contents and held up a folded plastic bag inside which was a folded sheet of paper.

      “Looks just the same as what we found yesterday. I think it’s another love letter.” Sally pulled out the sheet of paper tenderly, as if handling a precious jewel.

      “What does it say?” Nick asked.

      In the hushed and secluded corner of the hotel grounds, with only the sweet song of a blackbird singing somewhere nearby, Nick watched Sally scan the piece of paper. A cool breeze rustled the surrounding trees, sending a few golden leaves tumbling to the ground and scenting the air with the crisp aroma of autumn.

      Sally cleared her throat and read the letter aloud. “It says, ‘My dearest love. The afternoon we spent here sheltering from the rain beneath the apple trees was one of the most amazing moments of my life. When you took me in your arms and kissed me, I knew I was lost. You reminded me what it felt like to be loved and cherished… and to be a woman desired by a man. If we live together for a thousand years, it will never be enough.’”

      Sally blinked and looked up and Nick, who found himself spellbound by what she’d read aloud.

      “Wow,” Sally whispered, her gaze falling once more to the page. “That’s so beautiful.”

      So are you, Nick thought, watching how the late afternoon sunlight fell across her hair and made the amber flecks in her eyes dance.

      Before he realised he’d even moved, Nick was pulling Sally into his arms and lowering his mouth to hers. He kissed her greedily, overcome by the soft look on her face and the sweet goodness in her soul, this woman who’d set out to solve a long-forgotten mystery because her heart told her she had to do it.

      Had told her she had to find the meaning behind the clues and the answers to the puzzle.

      Here was the meaning, Nick thought as he moved his hand through Sally’s hair and along the soft line of her neck.

      Here were the answers, too, revealed by the tenderness of her kiss and the way it turned him inside out.

      Nothing else mattered in that moment except kissing her and holding her close in his arms. Whether it was the cool stillness of the autumn afternoon, or this secluded spot amongst the fallen apple trees, or the aching emotion of the love letter Sally had read aloud, Nick knew the moment had taken hold of him and made him want something he thought he’d never want this badly ever again.

      Romance. Passion. Love.

      Chaos.

      Nick broke their kiss, pulling back just enough to catch his breath and stop his mind from racing.

      Chaos, that’s where this ends. Don’t you know that already?

      He shut down the taunting voice inside his head before it could say another word and focused instead on the woman still tucked in his embrace. Sally’s eyes met his, her gaze unfocused and her lips swollen from the heat of the moment.

      “Nick,” she whispered.

      “Sally.”

      They didn’t need to say anything else. Sally rested her head against his chest for a few seconds, letting out a long sigh as she snuggled closer.

      Brushing his lips across her forehead, Nick savoured the scent of her skin and her hair, a sweet lavender aroma mixed with something else. Vanilla? No, something spicier, something that made him want to…

      “Eek, we’re squashing the love letter!”

      On a strangled laugh, Sally stepped out of his arms, flapping the newly discovered love letter in the air to remove the wrinkles their passionate embrace had imprinted on the paper.

      “Have we ruined it?” Nick asked with a chuckle.

      “No, it’s fine. A little worse for wear, but fine. Funny to think it was intact in that box for goodness knows how long, and within seconds of us digging it up, we almost rip it to pieces.”

      “We’re too passionate for our own good.”

      Nick wiggled his eyebrows, making her laugh again. Sally gave him an amused glance and shook her head.

      “Honestly, Nick, you make me feel like a teenager again.”

      He almost felt his chest puffing out in pride at that admission. Clearly, she brought out the teenager in him, too.

      “Sorry for grabbing you like that,” he said. “I didn’t mean to pounce.”

      “I liked it.”

      The moment the words were out of her mouth, heat flushed her cheeks.

      “God, I can’t believe I said that,” she said almost shyly, dropping her gaze.

      Amused by her, charmed by her, and not wanting her to feel embarrassed, Nick smiled and took her hand, bringing it to his lips and kissing it. “I liked it too.”

      When she looked up, he held her gaze. The golden flecks in her eyes danced in the late afternoon sunlight and the curve of her smile cut something loose inside his heart.

      “I didn’t even finish reading the love letter,” Sally said.

      “What else does it say?”

      While Nick kept one of her hands tucked inside his, Sally looked again at the piece of paper clutched in her other hand.

      “It says… ‘We made a beautiful moment together wrapped up here beneath the apple trees while the autumn rains fell. I want to make more beautiful moments with you, every day, for the rest of our lives. Meet me tonight at the place where the final clue leads you… and I’ll give you the answer you already know inside your heart. Yours always, L.’”

      Sally finished reading and when she looked up at Nick, her eyes were glistening.

      “I’ve never heard of anything so romantic,” she said. “This treasure hunt, these love letters, the emotions on these pages.”

      She cleared her throat, struggling with her own emotions as she looked again at the words written on the love letter.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” Nick said softly. “Don’t get upset.”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t help it. It’s just…” She shook her head and let out a sigh. “Whoever wrote this, and whoever it was intended for, these two people were clearly in love. And yet these love letters were never read. They’ve been buried here all this time until we found them. Does that mean the person who was meant to read them never knew how the other one felt?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about that, too.”

      “And this question the author of these letters keeps mentioning, the one she says the other must already know the answer to. Was it a proposal of marriage? Something else entirely?”

      A cold wind picked up, and when Nick saw Sally shiver, he knew it was time to go.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he said. “Do you want me to remove the apple trinket treasure hunt signpost from the wooden bench so we can take it with us?”

      She gave him a hopeful look. “Would you mind climbing back in there for it?”

      “No, of course not.”

      Once he’d clambered back through the weeds, it was the work of moments to prise the old wooden apple disc from the edge of the bench. Sally added the trinket to the rest of the treasure hunt haul and gave him a grateful smile.

      After taking one last look at the spot where they’d unearthed the metal tin containing the second love letter, they turned towards the hotel, leaving behind another part of the journey on their strange and lovely quest.
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      “Let’s go into the hotel and have coffee,” Sally said, pointing to the restaurant area overlooking the gardens as they crossed the expanse of lawn. “My treat, to say thanks for hacking your way through all that shrubbery.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      Inside, the hotel restaurant was quiet, which wasn’t surprising considering it was late afternoon on a weekday. They chose a table with a view outside the windows and placed a coffee order when a waitress appeared. Nick declined Sally’s offer to add a snack.

      “Are you sure I can’t tempt you with something? You bought us those sinful sticky buns yesterday, after all.”

      “I’m fine. I had a late lunch.”

      “Well, in that case, I’d like to buy you dinner somewhere later. Unless you have other plans?”

      “I’d like that.” Nick smiled. “And that will be my treat.”

      “No, you bought dinner last time.”

      “And I’ll buy it this time, too.”

      “No, absolutely not.”

      “Yes, I’m buying dinner and that’s all there is to it.”

      “Nick…”

      “Sally…”

      At her exasperated laugh, Nick took her hand again and kissed her palm. Although he wasn’t one for public demonstrations of affection, he couldn’t seem to help himself. Their friendly bickering made him feel like they’d known one another forever instead of only a few short days, and the sensation of her skin against his felt like…

      Home. It felt like home.

      How could this woman he barely knew make him feel this way? Nick had no clue. The speed with which all of this had happened was breathtaking.

      That’s one word for it, sneered a mean voice inside his head. How about another word?

      Terrifying.

      “Is everything okay?” Sally asked, a frown replacing her smile. “You suddenly look like you just remembered you left the gas hob turned on at home all day.”

      Nick attempted an easy laugh. “Nothing like that. I’m fine. Oh, good, here come our coffees.”

      Grateful for the reappearance of the waitress, Nick focused on adding sugar to his coffee. As they sipped their drinks, Sally pulled out the love letter they’d dug up and opened it on the table.

      “This is so incredibly lovely,” she said as she reread the letter. “Whoever wrote this had a real gift with words. And was obviously completely in love.”

      “She mentions a question her lover asked her,” Nick said. “Do you think he asked her to marry him?”

      “It’s the logical explanation, based on what we’ve found. I think it must be about a proposal. It’s an odd way of answering such an important question, though. Romantic, yes. But definitely odd.” Frowning in thought, she raised her coffee cup to her lips.

      “If this was some convoluted way of responding to a proposal of marriage, I can’t help wondering about the bloke who asked her to marry him. He must have been a bag of nerves, waiting to hear her answer.”

      Sally’s eyebrows rose as she thought about this. “You’re right. That’s a good point.” As she seemed to think about this, her eyes widened. “But if these love letters were never found or read by the person they were meant for, does that mean he never got his answer?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, if we’re right that this was all some elaborate and dramatic way of saying yes to a marriage proposal, then if the intended recipient of these letters never got them, does that mean they never got married?”

      Nick gave this some thought. “Who knows? We don’t know much about any of this. All we’ve got are a few letters and the old treasure hunt things and our speculations. We don’t even know who was behind any of this.”

      “We’re just guessing. You’re right. And maybe that’s all we can do. Unless we can figure out who wrote these letters and who was supposed to read them.”

      “Do you have any theories?”

      Sally laughed. “None whatsoever. It’s fun chasing after these clues and digging up these old letters, but with no names or other personal information, there’s not much to work with. The only connection I’ve come up with is through the map icon list my neighbour, Walter, found amongst his late wife’s gardening things, but he had no idea about any of this stuff or who it might have belonged to. Although…”

      “What?”

      “It might be worth digging more into the gardening club angle. We know there was supposed to be a gardening club treasure hunt, but it got cancelled. We think this treasure map was repurposed afterwards. I ought to see if anyone from the gardening club can remember anything. I should’ve thought of that already.”

      “All this is from a long time ago. It’s a long shot.”

      “I know.”

      “Don’t forget, there’s another possible avenue of investigation. The old map and those clue trinkets we found were in a box in the attic of the house I’m renovating on Foxglove Street. Why were they there? The previous owner said the box belonged to the owner before him. We could find out who that was.”

      Sally’s eyes lit up. “I can’t believe I haven’t already done that. I’ve been so caught up solving the clues and going in search of the buried treasure, I forgot about some of the loose threads we haven’t even pulled at yet to get to the bottom of all this.”

      Watching Sally’s expression lift, Nick smiled. “This has really grabbed you, hasn’t it?”

      “I can’t explain it, but, yes, it really has grabbed me. It will bother me if I don’t find out as much as I can. When a mysterious treasure map lands in your lap, that’s a sign, right?”

      “I guess so. There’s still one clue left to solve and one more place to visit.” Nick pointed to the autumn leaf icon on the illustrated map. “Any ideas about that?”

      “Not yet. I’ll give it some thought. For now, I’m still mulling over what we’ve found today.” Her gaze grew distant and soft. “If all this really is about one woman saying yes to a marriage proposal, she must have been an exciting person. Exciting and unpredictable maybe, too? Fun, for sure. Unconventional. “She gestured to the treasure hunt map and the love letters on the table. “This isn’t typically how marriage proposals go, is it?”

      “No, it isn’t,” Nick laughed.

      Sipping her coffee, Sally looked thoughtful. “Most people get engaged at a place that’s special to them, or in a fancy restaurant, or something like that. That’s what happened in my case, anyway.”

      “Was it a restaurant or a special place for you?” Nick asked.

      “It was a restaurant. Trevor took me to dinner and bought us champagne and then, right before the dessert was served, he got down on one knee and pulled a ring box from his pocket and asked me to be his wife.” Despite now being divorced, her expression showed no regret as she recalled the memory.

      “That must have been a great night for you both.”

      “It was. We were madly in love back then. We were just kids, really, and thought we had everything figured out. For a long time, we did have everything figured out. But nothing lasts forever. I’m glad we called it a day when we did, because it means I can still think about the night Trevor asked me to marry him and feel happy to remember that time.”

      Her gaze stayed soft, filled with remembrance, until she looked up at Nick.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, looking annoyed with herself. “I’m rattling on about my lovely engagement while forgetting you’ve been through the romance wringer these past few years and would probably rather not hear about any of that stuff.”

      “Don’t be silly. I want to hear about you and your past, or else I wouldn’t be sitting here, would I? And just because I’ve had bad luck doesn’t mean I didn’t have good times, too.” He gave her a wry chuckle. “The day Amanda and I got engaged… that was one of the best days of my life.”

      He lifted his coffee cup to hide his emotion. Sally’s eyes stayed on him, her gaze tender.

      “Tell me about it,” she said softly.

      Nick’s mind returned to that long ago day. Even after so many years, he still remembered every detail. If he closed his eyes, he could transport himself back there in an instant.

      “We’d spent the day at the beach,” Nick said. “It was one of those glorious warm summer days. Blue skies. Perfect temperature. We took a day trip to the coast, Amanda and I, and walked along the beach talking about our lives and the future and where we hoped we were headed. We’d been together for a while by then and I knew she was the one.”

      Sally’s smile lifted at his words, and she reached across the table and squeezed his hand.

      “It was such a perfect day, with the beautiful weather and the beach and the waves lapping at our feet as we walked beside the sea, and I knew I wanted to ask her to marry me right there. I knew I couldn’t wait another day. And so, even although I’d already bought a ring which was hidden at home in a drawer, and even although I already had a restaurant reservation for the following weekend when I planned to pop the question, I knew I had to do it that day, on the beach beside the sea, or I’d regret it forever.”

      Nick remembered walking hand-in-hand with Amanda along that golden beach, hearing the waves lap at the shore and the gulls wheeling overhead. The memory was so sharp, it could all have happened yesterday.

      “After we ate fish and chips for dinner, I left Amanda on the beach alone, telling her I wanted to fetch ice cream for us. In fact, I sneaked off to one of those tatty seaside shops that sell all kinds of souvenirs and so on. They had those chunky plastic rings that little girls like to wear when they dress up as princesses, and I bought one, this enormous yellow monstrosity with a pink plastic sparkly fake diamond in the middle.”

      Laughing at the memory of the ugly thing, Nick shook his head.

      “It sounds like it would’ve given Tiffany’s a run for their money,” Sally said, her smile warm.

      “And then some. Anyway, I went back to the beach and sat down on the sand beside Amanda, my heart racing out of my chest. When Amanda saw I was empty-handed, she quizzed me about what had happened to the ice cream I was supposed to be buying. I told her to forget about the ice cream because there was something I wanted to ask her.”

      Nick paused, remembering that moment. The sun on his face. The sea breeze in Amanda’s hair. The promise of what was to come.

      “She knew right away,” Nick said. “I could tell by the look on her face she knew what I was about to ask her. That’s how completely in sync we were with each other. I pulled that ridiculous plastic ring from my pocket and Amanda dissolved into a fit of giggles.”

      As he laughed softly at the sweet memory, Sally joined him.

      “I held out the ring and asked her to marry me. She said yes. And that was the best moment of my life. Well, until Beth was born, and changed everything for us both. But right then, I was the happiest man in the world as I slid that daft ring onto Amanda’s finger. I told her I had a proper diamond ring at home, and that I’d had this whole other proposal planned, but she told me it didn’t matter. What mattered was that we were making a promise and that we both intended to keep it.”

      Nick’s voice caught as emotion swelled. Sally was much too easy to talk to. She made him want to share things he’d never shared before.

      “That’s a beautiful memory, Nick,” she said, her hand still resting on his.

      “I’ve never shared that story with anyone other than Beth.”

      A beat passed as Sally seemed to process this. “Well, thank you for sharing it with me.”

      Nick drained his coffee cup as he fought his emotions back under control.

      “Are you okay?” Sally asked, her voice a whisper.

      Nick nodded. “Yes. Sorry. It’s just… I haven’t talked about any of this in such a long time. I’m not sure what’s brought this on.”

      “It’s these love letters and this old treasure map.” Sally gathered the items back into her bag. “The love letters have made me emotional, too, wondering what happened to the woman who wrote them and the man she loved. And all this speculation about marriage proposals has made you think about the wife you adored and the day you asked her to be yours. It stands to reason that an old mystery such as this would make us feel introspective.”

      “Thanks for listening.”

      “Thanks for coming with me on this mad quest.”

      Her amused smile lifted his mood. Their coffee finished, they rose from the table. When Nick tried to pay for their drinks, Sally stuffed the note he left on the table back into his hand and swiped her card on the waitress’s payment machine before he could argue further.

      “And I’m also paying for dinner later,” Sally told him.

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Yes, I am. Now, before you say another word, I have an idea. There are a few tasks I ought to finish today at the history museum to keep us on schedule for our exhibition. Would you mind dropping me off there, and we could meet up again in a couple of hours for dinner?”

      “I’ll come with you and help. I said I’d come back to the museum to replace the rest of those wonky screws in the display boards, so it’ll give me a chance to take care of that.”

      “You’re sure you have time? Aren’t you busy with your renovation work and whatnot?”

      “Not today. I’m all yours.”

      His choice of words had Sally’s eyes widening. “That sounds wonderful.”

      Together, they made their way towards the restaurant doors and the hotel lobby beyond. As they crossed the glossy tiled floor to the exits, Sally stopped walking and did a double-take over her shoulder.

      Nick retraced his steps to where she stood looking at something on the wall of the hotel lobby.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      Sally pointed to the neat cluster of framed photographs on the wall and to the printed descriptions beneath them. “Look, these are photos taken during the reopening of the hotel’s kitchen garden. This face here”—she tapped on the frame as she said this—“caught my eye as I passed. Her name is Valerie Hobbs, and she used to be the chair of the Hamblehurst gardening club. The only reason this photo caught my eye is because I’ve been working my way through so many old photos for the museum exhibition that some faces have ended up seared into my memory.”

      Nick studied the framed photograph of a group of about two dozen people gathered in the centre of the hotel’s kitchen gardens, where the new plantings had yet to take hold. The date on the photo said it had been taken twenty years ago.

      “It says here that the local gardening club attended the unveiling of the kitchen gardens as special guests, in thanks for the helpful advice they’d provided to the hotel management as they planned the project,” Sally said, reading aloud from the photo description.

      “Okay,” Nick said. “So, what are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking I need to look further into this gardening club connection to the treasure hunt map. I already found the map legend icons in amongst gardening club paperwork belonging to my neighbour’s late wife. Now, we’ve just dug up the second piece of hidden treasure on the map and discovered that this place had meaning to the people involved with the buried love letters. Now, I discover the gardening club also played a part in helping to re-establish the kitchen gardens here after the hotel opened.”

      Sally turned to him, her eyes flashing with excitement. “There’s definitely some sort of connection with the local gardening club. And if there’s a connection, perhaps someone somewhere has an idea about who’s behind these love letters.”

      “It’s another lead to follow, for sure, detective.”

      Laughing at his quip, Sally shook her head, her gaze still on the framed photograph. “Some of these other face here look vaguely familiar, too. Hmm.”

      She lingered for a moment, studying the photograph. Nick gestured to the reception desk on the other side of the lobby.

      “Perhaps some of the staff know something that might help. Shall we ask?”

      But their questions to the young man behind the counter yielded nothing much beyond confirmation of what they’d already learned from the small photo display on the wall, namely that the hotel was proud of its kitchen garden and grateful for the local support it had received when bringing it to life, which was why the photo display still hung there. The young man told them there were more photograph displays elsewhere around the hotel’s public spaces, depicting its transformation from a working farm to a luxury resort, and inviting them to look if they wished.

      Sally thanked the young man and settled for taking a snap of the framed photograph from the kitchen garden reopening celebrations. Still peering at the image on the wall, an intent expression crossed her face.

      “There’s something familiar about one of the faces at the back of the row…”

      Before she could say anything else, Nick’s phone rang. Pulling it from his pocket, he saw it was a call from his site supervisor, Ed.

      “Sorry to call when you said you were taking the afternoon off,” Ed said when Nick answered. “But I need to check a few details with you on an order we’re about to place and I wondered if you have the measurements handy for the landscaping plans here at the Foxglove Street house.”

      “No problem, Ed. Hang on a second.” Tilting the phone towards his shoulder, Nick turned to Sally. “My site supervisor needs to speak to me and I’ll have to dig some figures out of my laptop. Do you mind if I run out to the car?”

      “I’ll come with you. We’re all done here, anyway.”

      Sally fell into step beside him as they crossed the hotel lobby towards the exits, but as Nick resumed his phone conversation with Ed, Sally’s focus was on her own phone and the image she’d snapped of the photograph in the lobby.

      Something about the faces in the photo clearly puzzled her.

      Nick could only wonder where the crazy treasure hunt might lead them next.
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      When they arrived back in Hamblehurst, it was almost four-thirty and the light was draining from the sky. A damp late September chill had descended during the afternoon and Sally pulled her coat tight around her as she climbed out of Nick’s car once he’d parked on the market square.

      He’d dealt with his work phone call before they’d left the Abbeyhill Hotel and assured her he wasn’t required on site, despite the interruption to his time off. Sally imagined running a business must mean the owner was always on call and unable to switch off, but she couldn’t deny enjoying the prospect of having the man to herself for the rest of the evening.

      Just as soon as she’d taken care of a few chores at the local history museum, they’d think of somewhere to go for dinner later. A meal out on a week night felt like an indulgence, but after being called into work yesterday evening, she was looking forward to the treat.

      A treat she would definitely pay for, no matter what Nick said. If she was going to haul the poor man around on her mad treasure hunt quest, the least she could do was buy him a hot meal to say thanks.

      As Sally pushed through the doors of the local history museum, she saw a few volunteers still hard at work putting the final touches to the display boards lined up in the public space. With the autumn exhibition only a few days away, it was all hands on deck.

      Nick followed her into the museum, bringing with him the small toolkit he’d removed from the boot of his car.

      “I’ll get to work on those shaky display boards,” Nick said, nodding to the boards he’d attempted to fix at the weekend and left leaning against the wall for further repairs.

      “Thank you, Nick. I’ll check in with the rest of the team. Just shout if you need anything.”

      Nick gave her a warm wink that made her stomach perform a silly girlish somersault before he turned his attention to the repair work he’d promised to complete.

      Spying her Foxglove Street neighbour, Olive Nimmo, hard at work at the counter and dealing with a stack of fundraising leaflets, Sally made a beeline towards her to lend a hand.

      “Well, hello Sally,” Olive said. “I’ve almost finished sorting through these leaflets we plan to distribute during the exhibition open day.”

      “Brilliant. At this rate, we’ll be ahead of schedule for the exhibition, and you won’t hear me complaining about that.”

      “You’ve done an excellent job of keeping us on point since you stepped up to the plate last week, and you’ve given your all and put your shoulder to the wheel. Although I was surprised not to see you here yesterday when we were organising the fundraising buckets for the big day.”

      “I’m sorry, I would’ve dropped by in the afternoon but I got called back into work.”

      “That explains it. Anyway, it’s not an issue in the least. We all have to do our part, and we can’t expect you to deal with every tiny detail. The fundraising buckets are all in order and our volunteer rota is confirmed for who will be taking charge of them.”

      “Good. Thank you, Olive.”

      On the day of the autumn exhibition, they would set out several fundraising buckets around the museum to encourage donations from the visitors. Sally had promised to finalise the volunteer rota for those who’d greet visitors at the door and shake the money buckets at them to encourage generosity. Knowing this additional task was now sorted was a relief.

      “Oh, did you make any headway with that strange illustrated map you found?” Olive asked as she bundled up the last of the museum leaflets at the counter, ready for handing out at the exhibition. “Walter and I were most intrigued about it, I must say.”

      “Yes, I have made some progress, Olive,” Sally laughed. “Although when I tell you about it, you’ll think I’ve lost my mind.”

      “Well, let me be the judge of that. Come on then, dear, spill the beans.”

      Sally gave Olive a potted summary of all that had happened since she’d spoken to her on Sunday afternoon when they’d visited Walter’s house to find out more about the illustrated icons on the map.

      As she recounted the tale of the buried love letters she’d unearthed with Nick, it was hard to believe how much she’d got up to in just two days. The treasure hunt had upended her perception of time.

      “So, anyway,” Sally said, bringing her story to a close. “We don’t know who wrote the love letters, or who they were meant for. There might be some connection to the gardening club, though, and there are probably still a few people around who would’ve been members back then and who might be able to help.”

      “Gosh, it’s fascinating,” Olive said. “Love letters buried in the ground for all these years! I’ve never heard anything like it.”

      “Which is why I’d love to get to the bottom of the mystery. Why were those letters still buried after all this time? Why weren’t they dug up long ago by whoever was supposed to complete the treasure hunt in the first place?”

      “It certainly is a puzzle.”

      “Do you have any suggestions about who would be a good bet to speak to on the gardening club?”

      “Well, gardening isn’t my thing, and I’m not involved in the club, but I’ll ask around if that helps. If all else fails, you could just go straight to the current club chair and ask her to put you in touch with folks from back then.”

      “Yes, I might try that. I might also find out who lived in the house where the old map was found. As far as Nick understands it, the box was left there by the last owner before the one he bought the house from.” Sally gave Olive a thoughtful look. “Olive, you’ve known plenty of people on Foxglove Street over the years. You wouldn’t happen to remember the past owners of number eighteen, would you?”

      Olive pursed her lips, deep in thought. “Number eighteen, you say. And that’s the house Nick is renovating, I take it?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And how long ago are we talking about?”

      “Nick told me the last owner lived there for about twenty years, so some time before then.”

      “Hmm, well, number eighteen is quite a distance from where I am and I can’t say I remember everyone who ever lived on our street, but…”

      Olive paused and her eyes widened. “Oh, wait a minute. Number eighteen, that was old Mr Richmond’s house, wasn’t it?”

      Sally nodded. “That’s right.”

      “Well, in that case, I certainly do know who lived there before he did,” Olive said, excited now. “It was Theresa Hibbert. The reason I remember is because she once owned a yappy Pomeranian and whenever my late husband, Malcolm, would bump into her while he was out walking our dog, he’d complain about the woman when he got home because she couldn’t keep her dog under control. He used to get quite cross about it.”

      Olive laughed at the memory. “Whenever there was an altercation, I’d always know about it because he’d come stomping through the door and say, ‘That Theresa at Number eighteen doesn’t have the first clue what she’s doing with that stupid little dog of hers,’ and then he’d subject me to chapter and verse about what had happened. Malcolm got on with most people when he was out walking the dog, but Theresa and her Pomeranian used to drive him up the wall.”

      Still laughing, Olive’s gaze grew distant. When she looked back at Sally, she waved a hand. “Listen to me wittering on. Anyway, the point is that Theresa Hibbert was the last owner but one at number eighteen. And if you are serious about speaking to her about this box of items found in the loft at her old house, then you’ll find her at the Meadowpark care home.”

      “Oh, really?” Sally said, surprised by this helpful information.

      “She moved there about five years ago, after leaving the sheltered accommodation she’d lived in for a few years before that,” Olive said. “She’s a grand old age now, probably somewhere in her nineties, but as far as I know still as smart as a whip.”

      “How do you know all this, Olive?” Sally asked, impressed by the woman’s ability to pull this information out of the air.

      “One of the ladies from my lunch club happens to know Theresa rather well and visits her at the care home. But for that, I wouldn’t know any of these details at all.”

      “Hmm…” Sally thought about this for a moment. “I wonder if it’s worth paying this Theresa Hibbert a visit and asking what she knows about the old illustrated map we found in her attic. Perhaps she’s the one who drew it?”

      Sally was excited by this idea until she remembered one important detail. “Although the love letters we’ve found are all signed with an ‘F’ at the bottom, which would seem to rule out Theresa as the author.”

      “I’d be very surprised if that map or those letters have anything to do with Theresa,” Olive said. “If you’re right that this map dates back around twenty years and might have been drawn around the time of that gardening club open day that Walter’s late wife was involved with, then I can’t see how the map or the love letters associated with it would have had anything to do with Theresa. I think she was nursing her husband through his final battle with lung cancer at that time, and she was thoroughly devoted to him, as I recall. If these love letters you found are about some sort of marriage proposal between lovers, as you suspect, then I doubt it could have involved Theresa.”

      Sally thought about this. Olive was a treasure trove of information about Foxglove Street residents, both now and in the past, and she ought to have quizzed the older lady sooner about the previous occupant of the house Nick was renovating.

      Perhaps she wasn’t quite as good at this treasure hunt sleuthing business as she’d like to imagine.

      “Olive, the truth is I’m probably just chasing my tail with this whole business,” Sally said. “If that hand-drawn map hadn’t been so cute and charming, I never would have got myself mixed up in any of this. The chances of me getting to the bottom of it are nil.”

      “Still, there’s no denying it’s a lovely mystery. I’m sure it wouldn’t hurt to drop by and visit Theresa at the care home and ask a few questions. If nothing else, she might be interested to know some old things that might have belonged to her were discovered in the attic of her old house. And perhaps she knows who drew that map and wrote those letters, too.”

      “Yes, you’re right. I’ll make some time to pay her a visit and ask a few friendly questions. Who knows what I might learn?”

      “That’s the spirit.”

      Sally helped Olive finish sorting the fundraising materials at the counter, before dealing with a few more tasks around the place. By the time she was finished, Nick had also completed his work replacing the screws on the wonky display boards. She was grateful for his help and it was one more thing she could tick off her list. Knowing no visitors would be flattened at the autumn exhibition on account of dodgy workmanship was a weight off her mind.

      The rest of the volunteers finished their work and waved their goodbyes. After thanking Olive for her advice and information, Sally waved her off before doing a check through the premises to make sure everything was turned off for the night.

      “Can I buy you a drink to say thanks for mending those display boards and saving our public liability insurance from taking a terrible hit?” Sally asked Nick as she locked the museum doors.

      Nick laughed. “A drink sounds great. But I’m buying.”

      “I said it was my treat!”

      “Are we going to keep having this argument every time we decide to go for something to eat or drink?”

      The smile at his lips made Sally think she’d rather enjoy re-enacting their silly bickering over the bill whenever they went somewhere together. It was rather fun.

      Before she could tell him that, her phone rang. When she looked at the screen, she saw it was work calling.

      With a sinking feeling in her stomach at the prospect of being asked to cover yet another shift, Sally’s finger hovered over the button to accept the call. She could just ignore it so she could enjoy drinks and dinner with Nick as planned.

      But if she did that, she’d spend the entire evening worrying about some poor elderly person being abandoned to their own devices because of a staffing emergency. It had happened before, Sally knew, and she couldn’t have that on her conscience.

      Sally accepted the call.

      “Sally, thank goodness you answered. We’re in a pickle,” said Jade Henry, the duty supervisor at the social care company. “One of the clients has activated their emergency call button and I don’t have anyone to send. We’ve already had two other emergency calls in the last hour, and the staff are all over the place.”

      “Oh, Jade,” Sally sighed. “Where’s the new emergency call?”

      “It’s Alfie Hill on Beech Street.”

      At this news, Sally gasped. “Oh, my goodness.”

      “I phoned you because I know you live on Foxglove Street, which isn’t too far away from Alfie, and although you’re off duty, I wondered if there was any chance you could go over there to see what the problem is?”

      “Of course I will. I’ll phone you back as soon as I have some info.”

      Sally hung up as a cold chill ran down her spine at the thought of Alfie Hill in trouble. During her care visit yesterday evening, she’d been worried about him, not liking his listlessness. Although he’d seemed a little perkier this morning when she’d visited first thing to deal with his breakfast and whatnot, he’d still been far from his usual chipper self. She knew the man well enough to understand he’d never press his emergency call button without good reason.

      “What’s wrong?” Nick said, seeing her expression.

      “One of our care clients pressed their emergency call button and the office have no spare staff to send. I need to get over there and find out what’s wrong.”

      Nick was already unlocking his car. “Climb in. I’ll drive you there.”

      Grateful for his help, Sally hurried around to the passenger side. “The client lives on Beech Street, which is why the office called me. It’s not the first time I’ve had to run round to a nearby client’s house in a pinch when I’m supposed to be off duty.”

      “What sort of business are they running if they can’t respond to emergency calls from their clients?” Nick asked, looking appalled.

      “You have no idea. We don’t have enough staff and the funding for the care sector is rubbish. The company relies on us mucking in to help or things would be much worse.”

      Sally gave Nick the house number on Beech Street where Alfie lived and they arrived just a few minutes after leaving the history museum.

      “Shall I come in with you?” Nick asked when he pulled to a stop.

      “No, you wait here until I find out what’s going on.”

      Sally hurried up the path to Alfie’s front door and removed the key from the key-safe box. Her hands were shaking as she unlocked the door, wondering what she might find inside. Alfie Hill was her favourite client, and a man she’d known for some time, and she dreaded to think of him gravely ill or collapsed on the floor, which were the only two reasons she could think of that would force him to press the call button.

      “Alfie!” Sally called out the moment she was through the door. “Alfie, it’s Sally, from the care team.”

      “Sally!” came a weak voice from the sitting room. “Oh, Sally, thank goodness.”

      She hurried to the sitting room and gasped when she found Alfie sprawled on the floor.

      “Oh, Alfie! What happened! Are you badly hurt?” Rushing to his side, she crouched down beside him and scanned his head and body for signs of blood or injury.

      “I’m sore on my side where I hit the floor,” Alfie wheezed. “I tried to get back up but I can’t do it by myself. That’s when I pressed the call button thingy.”

      Their clients were encouraged to wear special lanyard call buttons for emergencies such as these, and Sally was relieved to know Alfie had his looped around his neck when he’d needed it. After checking the old man wasn’t bleeding and hadn’t sustained any head injuries, Sally carefully probed his arms and wrists. “Do you think you’ve broken any bones?”

      “I don’t think so. I was able to push myself up a little from the floor with my hands. I just don’t have the strength to get upright.”

      Uttering these words left the man exhausted. Sally conducted a few more vital health checks before moving the man into the recovery position. Getting someone back on their feet after a fall was, however, a two-person job. The technique they used was designed to minimise the risk of carers ending up with strains or injuries of their own.

      Sally had done this job long enough to know it would be a mistake to try to get Alfie back onto his feet by herself. Remembering what the duty supervisor had said about being short staffed, Sally pulled out her phone and called Nick.

      “I hate to ask you this,” she said when he answered straight away. “But could you come inside and help me with my client who’s fallen over?”

      “I’m on my way.”

      Moments later, Sally heard a knock at the front door and Nick appeared in the sitting room. He glanced at the man on the floor before looking at Sally. “Tell me how you want to do this.”

      Sally gave him a grateful smile before turning to Alfie. “Alfie, do you mind if my friend, Nick, helps me get you back up on your feet?”

      “Of course not, love.” Alfie’s gaze flickered to where Nick stood in the doorway. “Hello there, young fella.”

      Nick’s lips quirked at this. “Hello, sir.”

      After explaining to Nick how they’d shift Alfie and support him back onto his feet, Sally tucked her hands beneath Alfie’s elbow while Nick braced him on the other side. With a few quick moves, and Alfie’s cooperation, they had him upright again in seconds. When she confirmed the old man could weight-bear and move his arms and legs freely, Sally let out a breath of relief.

      “Help me to my chair, will you?” Alfie said, breathless from the exertion.

      Sally and Nick guided the man the few steps towards his armchair and gently lowered him into the seat. Alfie sighed and closed his eyes as he rubbed at his arm.

      “Does your arm hurt?” Sally asked.

      “I landed on it badly when I fell. Nothing’s broken, I’m sure of that, but I expect I’ll have some bruises…”

      When he trailed off and dropped his hands into his lap, Sally saw just how exhausted Alfie was. She exchanged a concerned look with Nick, who’d moved to the other side of the room to give the old man some space. Nick, too, looked alarmed about Alfie’s condition, and he didn’t even know him.

      “Alfie, I’m worried about you,” Sally said. “Do you think we need to call your GP?”

      Alfie shook his head. “I’m just sore and discombobulated from falling over. There’s no need to bother the doctor.”

      “Well, I suppose if you’re able to use words like ‘discombobulated’, you can’t be at death’s door just yet.”

      Alfie gave a weak chuckle at this and opened his eyes. “Thanks for coming so quickly to help me, Sally. You’ve no idea how grateful I am.”

      “We can’t have you rolling around the place on your belly and not come to find out what on earth you’re up to, old man,” Sally smiled, pleased when Alfie chuckled softly again. “What happened anyway? What caused you to fall over?”

      Alfie glanced across the room to where Nick stood.

      “I couldn’t reach my walking frame,” Alfie said, pointing to where the frame was tucked beside the sofa near Nick.

      “What’s your walking frame doing all the way over there?” she asked, baffled. Nick passed the frame to her, and she moved it back into place beside Alfie’s armchair, where it belonged.

      “The girl who was here to give me my lunch and whatnot moved it out of the way while she served my food,” Alfie said. “She must have forgotten to move it back over here beside me before she left, and then when I needed to get up to go to the loo…”

      Alfie frowned, embarrassment turning his cheeks red. “Well, I couldn’t reach the walking frame, not all the way over there, and I tried to hang on until the evening visit, but…”

      “Alfie, I’m so sorry.” Sally was furious to think that a careless staff member had caused this crisis. “I’ll make sure I speak to whoever was here earlier, so this doesn’t happen again.”

      “You girls are all rushed off your feet and it was an easy mistake to make,” Alfie said generously before laying his hands on the walking frame. “If you don’t mind, though, I’d like to use the loo now.”

      Sally helped Alfie haul himself back to his feet, mindful that the fall had left him sore and feeling weak. Once the old man shuffled out of the room, Sally let out an angry sigh.

      “I’m furious this has happened. It was completely avoidable. When I get my hands on whoever was here for Alfie’s lunch visit, I’ll give them a piece of my mind.”

      “Do you think he’s okay?” Nick asked. “Should we take him over to accident and emergency in case he needs checked over?”

      “I think he’s fine. He’s mobile and showing no signs of lasting damage. It’s better he stays here and rests rather than spends hours waiting for a hospital consultation he probably doesn’t need.”

      “The offer is there if you think we ought to take him.”

      “Thanks, Nick.” She was touched by his thoughtful suggestion. “If you don’t mind, though, I’d like to stay for a little longer, just to make sure he’s all right.”

      “Of course. Would you prefer me to make myself scarce?”

      She wouldn’t. Having Nick around was turning into a new habit she didn’t want to break.

      “You don’t have to go unless you want to. As soon as I’m happy with how Alfie looks, we can still get dinner together.”

      Nick smiled. “Good. In that case, is there anything I can do to make myself useful?”

      Sally pointed to a tea cup on the coffee table beside the sofa. “Grab that and I’ll wash it in the kitchen.”

      Before she filled the sink for the washing up, Sally placed a call to the duty supervisor back at the care services office and updated her on Alfie’s situation. As it was so late in the day, and the care team apparently swamped, Sally offered to fulfil Alfie’s evening care visit since she was here anyway. Although it might be a little early to persuade the man into his pyjamas, she could always pop back later to help him with the task if she had to.

      After finding him on the floor, so vulnerable and afraid, Sally wanted to make sure the old man received good quality care this evening, and didn’t mind providing it herself if that was the only way she could be certain he’d be properly looked after.

      When she hung up the phone, she turned to Nick. “You don’t mind if we delay our dinner a little so I can make sure Alfie is all right, do you?”

      “Of course I don’t mind. It’s kind of you to think of him and want to be here for him.”

      Sally gave Nick’s arm a soft squeeze of thanks before moving to the fridge. If Alfie had been stuck in his chair all afternoon because his walker was out of reach, it stood to reason he wouldn’t yet have eaten the sandwich the carer would’ve prepared earlier.

      Removing a plate from the fridge, Sally lifted the foil and shook her head at the unappetising sandwich she found. Obviously thrown together in a hurry, there was barely any cheese filling and the bread looked like it had been hacked in half with a dull knife. When she found a gruesome long brown hair embedded in the butter, Sally almost gagged.

      “This is absolutely revolting,” Sally said, throwing the sandwich in the bin in disgust. “Whoever was here for the lunch time care shift ought to be sacked.”

      “He doesn’t just have a sandwich for his dinner, does he?” Nick asked, unimpressed.

      “Our clients have their main hot meal at lunch time. Although, now that I think about it…”

      Sally returned to the bin and looked inside, where she noticed a serving of congealed shepherd’s pie beneath the sandwich she’d just thrown in.

      “I don’t think Alfie ate much at lunch time today. He hasn’t been eating much at any of his meal times these last few days.”

      “No surprise he doesn’t feel too good, poor old fella.”

      “Hmm. I wonder…”

      While Sally thought about the idea that had popped into her head, Nick watched her, no doubt waiting to hear what she wanted to do next.

      “I think Alfie needs a proper feed, instead of these microwave meals and sandwiches we rely on when we make our care visits,” Sally said.

      “No argument there.”

      “How would you feel if, instead of me and you going out to dinner tonight, we bring dinner here to Alfie?”

      Nick’s eyebrows lifted. “You mean, like order a takeaway?”

      Sally nodded. “And eat it here with him. He needs decent food, but he needs some company, too. Someone to have a proper chat with for a while. When we come here for the care visits, we’re so busy dealing with our work tasks it’s not always easy finding time for a decent conversation, and—”

      “You don’t have to explain it any further,” Nick said with a kind smile. “Let’s stay here and eat with the old guy, assuming he wants us to.”

      “He might try to shoo us out of here, but I won’t let him. I wouldn’t feel right going out to some pub or restaurant for dinner now and leaving poor Alfie here on his own after that tumble he took. I’d just worry about him.”

      Nick took her hand in his and kissed it, a gesture she was beginning to enjoy a great deal. “You have a good heart, Sally Shepherd.”

      His thoughtful words and sweet kiss brought a flush to her cheeks. When she heard Alfie emerge from the bathroom down the hallway, Sally squeezed Nick’s hand before letting go and walking to the kitchen door to check on Alfie’s progress.

      He was leaning heavily on his walking frame, and still looked tired and pale, but at least he was moving around with no signs of pain or distress after his fall.

      “I have an idea, Alfie,” Sally said as he shuffled past her and into the sitting room.

      “Oh?” Settling back into his armchair with a wheeze, Alfie made himself comfortable.

      “I was thinking it might be nice if Nick and I had dinner here with you tonight.”

      Alfie blinked up at her. “Why on earth would you want to do that?”

      “Because I like you, old man, and I want to make sure you’re all right.”

      “I’m perfectly fine,” he said, waving his hand at her. “You don’t need to wait around with an old fart like me.”

      Sally couldn’t help laughing at his turn of phrase. “I want to stay. We both would. And we’ll treat you to dinner, too.”

      “My dinner’s in the fridge. The girl made it earlier. She said she’d made a cheese sandwich.”

      “I put that in the bin. It looked horrible and I wouldn’t have fed it to a dog. I’ll be speaking to whoever was here earlier and telling her to smarten up her act.”

      Alfie let out a rumble of laughter. Seeing a bit of life return to the old man’s eyes convinced Sally she was doing the right thing by insisting she’d stick around for a while.

      “So, I was thinking we’d phone round to one of the nice restaurants on the high street and get them to make our dinner for us,” Sally said.

      “And I’ll drive over and pick it up so we don’t have to wait for the delivery,” Nick said.

      Touched by this additional offer of help, Sally gave him a grateful smile.

      “What do you fancy, Alfie?” she asked. “The little bistro just off the market square do a lovely roast chicken dish. It’s their speciality.”

      She could tell from the set of Alfie’s face that he’d been about to refuse her offer once more, but the mention of roast chicken gave him pause.

      “Roast chicken, you say?” he said, with interest.

      Sally nodded. “It comes with garlic mashed potatoes, buttered carrots, and a red wine jus.”

      “Jus? What’s jus?” said the old man, his eyebrows beetling together in bafflement.

      “Gravy,” Sally grinned. “It’s a posh word for gravy.”

      “Hmm. Well, I must admit it does sound nice.”

      “That’s settled then.” Sally pulled her phone from her pocket. “I’ll ring round with the order now, and I reckon we should be eating in the next thirty minutes. How does that sound?”

      “It sounds fine.” Alfie waved a hand and gave her a shy smile. “It sounds lovely, actually. Thank you.”

      Returning his smile, she paused before dialling the bistro number. “And what would monsieur like to order for dessert?”

      There was another chortle from the old man. “I’m not fussy. Although I wouldn’t say no to a bit of sticky toffee pudding.”

      “Coming right up.”

      Turning back to the kitchen to ask Nick what he’d like for dinner, she found him standing in the doorway of the sitting room, a soft smile on his face.

      “You really do have a good heart, Sally Shepherd,” he whispered when she reached him.

      “Oh, shush,” she said, even although she enjoyed the compliment. “I’m just doing what anyone would do.”

      He shook his head. “No, you’re going above and beyond and then some.”

      The way he was looking at her made her head go all fuzzy, and not in a bad way, either.

      “Come on, let’s sort out our dinner orders,” she laughed. “After another afternoon romping around in the undergrowth searching for buried treasure, you must be hungry. I know I am.”

      She made the call to the bistro to place their orders. This might not have been the dinner date she’d had in mind with Nick, but the fact that he was willing to stay here with her while she kept an eye on Alfie meant the world to her.
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        * * *

      

      Watching Alfie eat every morsel of the roast chicken dinner she served him brought Sally happiness beyond measure. With every forkful he ate, the colour returned to his face, banishing the pasty pallor she’d noticed these last few days during her care visits. By the time the old man set down his cutlery, he’d all but licked the plate.

      “That was a treat, let me tell you,” Alfie said, smacking his lips together. “Those buttery carrots were smashing. And those potatoes? Out of this world.”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it, Alfie,” Sally said, clearing his plate.

      “Did you enjoy your dinner, son?” Alfie asked, looking at Nick who was perched on the sofa with his plate balanced in his lap.

      “I loved it,” he replied. “The roast chicken was delicious. Great choice, Sally.”

      “Are you boys ready for pudding?”

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but yes, I’m ready for pudding,” Alfie said. “I haven’t eaten this much at dinner time for ages, and yet, here I am looking for dessert.”

      Laughing, Sally carried their plates to the kitchen, where Nick helped her spoon out the servings of sticky toffee pudding they’d ordered. The containers used by the bistro had kept the pudding warm while they ate their roast chicken, so all she had to do was drizzle the whisky-infused double cream that came as an accompaniment, and they were good to go.

      Alfie’s eyes lit up when she handed him the pudding bowl. “What a feast,” he said, digging in.

      Sally and Nick got comfortable on the small sofa with their desserts, and everyone oohed-and-aahed about how delicious the sticky sponge was. Sally kept the conversation flowing, updating Alfie on the goings-on over at the local history museum and telling him how pleased they were with how the exhibition boards had turned out, now that they were almost finished.

      “It sounds like you’ve put a lot of work into this autumn exhibition thingy,” Alfie said. “Well done.”

      “Fingers crossed it all goes to plan on Saturday during the open day and everyone enjoys themselves.”

      “I’m sure you’ll have plenty of visitors.” Alfie scooped up more of his pudding and turned his gaze on Nick. “Anyway, tell me about this property business of yours, Nick. What is it you do, exactly?”

      While Nick chatted to Alfie about his work, explaining what he did, Sally finished her dessert. She appreciated Nick engaging the old man in conversation and giving him something new to talk about, outside Sally’s usual dull rota of topics.

      “It must be quite a thing, taking an old house and transforming it,” Alfie said.

      “The work gives me a lot of satisfaction,” Nick smiled. “In fact, the property I’m renovating over on Foxglove Street is turning into one of the best projects I’ve done in a while. It’s a lot of work, but a lot of fun, too, seeing it come back to life.”

      “Which house is that?” Alfie asked.

      “Number eighteen, on the high street end of Foxglove Street,” Nick replied.

      Alfie paused, his spoon halfway to his mouth. “Number eighteen?”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      Sally wondered why Alfie looked so odd all of a sudden. “Alfie? What is it?”

      “Uh, it’s nothing.” The old man cleared his throat and ate more of his pudding, this time with less enthusiasm than before.

      Confused by his strange reaction, Sally exchanged a glance with Nick.

      “Actually, that house on Foxglove Street has given us both a bit of a mystery to solve,” Sally said. “Nick found a box of old things in the attic and brought them to me in case the museum wanted them. We found an old hand-illustrated treasure map inside the box and it was so beautiful, I decided to try to solve the clues. We’ve been running all over the place these past two days digging up things from the ground and…”

      Alfie’s spoon clattered into his bowl and his eyes were wide when he met Sally’s gaze. “You found a treasure map? There, at that house?”

      “Yes. Why? Do you know something about it, Alfie?”

      Excited now, Sally scooted to the edge of the sofa, desperate to know what had caused the old man’s sudden change in demeanour. He’d switched from cheerfully chatty to stunned disbelief in the space of a few seconds, and Sally wanted to know why.

      “Alfie?” she pressed, when he still hadn’t said anything. “Alfie, what it is?”

      The old man blinked and shook his head. “It’s, uh, it’s nothing.”

      But he continued to stare into space for another long moment, his gaze distant.

      “Alfie, you’re worrying me now,” Sally said. “What did I say? Do you know something about the treasure map we found?”

      He met her gaze and frowned. “No, I don’t know anything about it.” Setting his pudding bowl onto his tray, he reached for his walking frame. “I’m feeling tired after all this food. I think I’d like to get ready for bed.”

      Sally was no fool. Alfie was upset about something, and he’d been fine right until the moment she’d mentioned that treasure map. He knew something about it, surely?

      She resisted the urge to quiz him more. Alfie had suffered a fall and had been off his game these past few days. After feeding him a decent meal and providing him with some conversation and company, he’d finally started to look a little better at last. She wasn’t about to jeopardise that by badgering him about why the topic of that treasure map had caused him to go quiet.

      If he knew something—and Sally was sure he did, considering his reaction—he’d made it clear he didn’t want to talk about it right now.

      “Well, are you going to help me with my pyjamas, or not?” Alfie asked, hauling himself up from the armchair with his walking frame.

      Sally shook free of her racing thoughts and got up to help him. Nick threw her a questioning look, obviously clocking the sudden change in the old man’s mood, and then made himself useful carrying their dessert plates to the kitchen.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Sally asked Alfie once he was changed into his night clothes and settled back in his armchair.

      “I’m fine,” he said, giving her a tired wave. “But I think I’d like a bit of peace and quiet by myself now, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course.” She set down a cup of tea on Alfie’s tray and checked his pills were in order. “I’m not on shift tomorrow, but I’ll pop round to see how you’re feeling and make sure there’s no nasty after effects from the fall you had earlier.”

      But Alfie just shook his head. “I’ll be fine. There’s no need to go to any special trouble. I’ll see you when I see you.”

      Sally wished him goodnight and left with Nick. She was silent all the way to his parked car.

      “What happened in there?” Nick asked as they climbed inside. “One minute Alfie was fine, the next he just shut down.”

      “He’s been off his game for a few days, and it might just be that he was suddenly tired out from the fall and then the rich meal, but…” Sally sighed and glanced back at the house. “As soon as we started talking about the house you’re renovating, and that mad old treasure map we’ve been working on, that’s when Alfie went quiet. I think he knows something about it.”

      “That was my thought, too. Bit of a coincidence, though, isn’t it, if he does know something?”

      “Hamblehurst is a small place and the people who stay here have often lived here for years. Long memories and so on.”

      “If he knows something about that old map, why wouldn’t he tell you?”

      Sally shrugged. “You saw the stunned look on his face. He was shocked, surprised, for whatever reason. After all he’s been through today, I wasn’t about to interrogate him.”

      Nick nodded, accepted her point. “Do you think he’s okay?”

      “I think he’s fine. If I had any doubts, I wouldn’t have left him.”

      They sat in silence for a moment, looking out the car windscreen. Sally felt suddenly melancholy. Alfie’s reaction back there in the house had left her out of sorts and on edge.

      She thought again about those buried love letters, forgotten for so many long years, and almost certainly never read by whoever was supposed to find them.

      Was Alfie connected to those love letters somehow?

      “Your mind is spinning, I can tell,” Nick said, looking at her from the driver’s seat.

      “I’m beginning to wonder if I should have left all this treasure map stuff well alone.”

      “Or maybe it was time for someone to find it and solve the clues at last. Perhaps there’s a bigger picture here you can’t see yet.”

      Sally smiled. “That sounds almost as mysterious as the clues on the map.”

      Nick returned her smile and another quiet beat passed between them.

      “What now?” Nick said. “Shall we get a drink somewhere?”

      Sally was about to say yes, a drink sounded like exactly what she needed, but before she could utter the words, Nick’s phone rang.

      “It’s Ed, my site manager,” Nick told Sally and answered the call.

      Sally’s mind wandered as Nick spoke to his colleague for a few moments, her thoughts returning to the treasure map, the love letters they’d unearthed, and Alfie’s strange reaction when she’d mentioned these things to him.

      When Nick’s call ended, he gave her an apologetic look.

      “Can we hold off on that drink? Ed’s found a problem in our measurement estimates and if we don’t sort it out, we’ll run into serious trouble with one of the renovation projects we’re scheduled to start next month. We need to dig into the spreadsheets and figure out what’s wrong.”

      “I understand. Let’s leave the drink to some other time.”

      Nick pulled up outside her house a few minutes later. Before climbing out of his car, she laid her hand on his.

      “Thanks for your help this evening with Alfie,” she said.

      “Don’t mention it. Thanks for dinner.”

      She laughed at that. “You paid for it, even although I tried to stop you.”

      “These things happen.” He gave her a wink before leaning across and kissing her. The moments his lips brushed hers, every thought inside her mind evaporated.

      “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Okay. Don’t work too hard tonight.”

      “I can’t make any promises.”

      With a laugh, she got out of his car and waved him off. Back inside her house, she kicked off her shoes and sank into the sofa.

      She turned on the television, then turned it off again, her mind too busy with a whirlwind of thoughts…

      Alfie’s health, and his reaction when she’d mentioned the treasure map.

      Nick, and the speed with which he was sweeping her off her feet.

      The love letters they’d dug up from the ground and the mystery surrounding their author.

      And all that was before she let her mind wander to the history museum’s autumn exhibition and her responsibility for making sure it everything went to plan.

      Perhaps Nick was right, and there was a bigger picture here she just couldn’t see yet.

      Perhaps all these unexpected things that had come into her life these past few days had done so for a reason?

      She only hoped she could find some answers soon that would solve the riddle of the treasure map. Never before had she become so obsessed with something so silly. While it was fun dashing around with Nick and playing at hunting treasure, she also knew it couldn’t go on forever.

      Much though she might like it to.

      For a while, she pored over the final clue on the treasure hunt map, trying to figure out where it might be located. No matter how many times she studied the map app on her phone, she couldn’t figure out where Autumn Leaves House was. There was no Autumn Leaves House, at least no place that went by that name. Worse, there was nothing on the real map of Hamblehurst that aligned with the icon drawn on the illustrated map.

      This house was once a castle, Sally read the clue on the list yet again, trying to make sense of it, but nothing she did solved the puzzle.

      What if she never solved it? What if she never got the bottom of the mystery of the treasure hunt map?

      By the time she headed upstairs to bed, Sally’s thoughts were in a whirlwind and it was a long time before she drifted off to sleep.
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      Sally woke the next morning from a dream in which she and her daughter, Jess, were eating ice cream cones in the warm autumn sunshine while lounging on a soft expanse of lawn outside a grand old building that reminded her of…

      “Hamblehurst Castle!” Sally said, blinking awake and bolting upright in bed. “It’s Hamblehurst Castle!”

      Last night before bed, the last clue on the treasure hunt map had left her baffled. No matter how much she looked at a map of Hamblehurst on her phone, and pinpointed the locations of the first two love letters they’d found at the allotments and in the old apple cider orchard on the grounds of the hotel, she couldn’t figure out where the third clue might lead to.

      The autumn leaf icon drawn on the map left her thoroughly frustrated. Its location was out in the middle of nowhere, as far as she could tell.

      This house was once a castle, the treasure hunt clue read.

      Last night, those words had left her baffled. Now, as she leapt out of bed, it made perfect sense.

      Or at least, it would if she assumed that the person who’d drawn the map in the first place had got their positioning a little wrong when adding the hand-drawn autumn leaf.

      Sally grabbed her phone from the bedside table and opened the map app. She’d placed pins in the locations of the first two clues they’d solved, along with a third pin that would signify the autumn leaf icon location, based on the relative distances discovered thus far. Right now, that third pin was in the middle of the retail park on the outskirts of Hamblehurst, where there was neither a house nor a castle.

      But if she moved that third pin a few miles north, it landed on Hamblehurst Castle.

      Running downstairs, Sally found the illustrated map and compared it to the pin locations on her map app. The angles between the pins were a little different, the distances not quite right… but it was plausible.

      Perhaps her brain had already realised this last night, which was why she’d dreamt about sharing ice creams at Hamblehurst Castle with her daughter, Jess, who worked at The Sugar Shack ice cream parlour on the high street. Jess’s boss had opened a new ice cream shop at Hamblehurst Castle park only a few weeks ago, and Sally had gone there to celebrate the grand opening with her daughter. It had been a wonderful day, and Sally was proud of the role her daughter her played in helping her boss get the new premises up and running, considering she’d only started working for him a few months ago.

      The dream had sent her back there to that lovely afternoon, sharing ice cream with her clever, hard-working daughter. Except the dream had switched the season from summer to autumn and had drawn her mind’s eye to the grand façade of the beautiful old castle in order to show her what she needed to understand.

      If Autumn Leaves House was, in fact, Hamblehurst Castle, Sally could only wonder what the clue reference meant. But just as the other two clues had referred to some hidden meaning for the author of the love letters, she had to assume the same would be true with this third and final clue, too.

      Standing in the sitting room, squinting at the illustrated treasure map, Sally was well aware of all the other things she ought to do today. Although she wasn’t on shift today, there was plenty to keep her busy—chores around the house, a trip to the supermarket, bills to pay. There were tasks still waiting for her over at the history museum for the open day, and she hadn’t dropped by the charity shop on the high street for several days to say hello to her fellow volunteers and see if they needed a hand dealing with the endless bags of donations that came their way…

      There was plenty to keep her busy, and yet all she wanted to do was dive into this last clue on the treasure map and discover if she was right about it leading to Hamblehurst Castle.

      And if that was her plan for the day, then there was only one person she could think of who she’d want by her side.

      Nick.

      He’d had been there from the very start with this mad quest, and Sally wanted him there for the end, too.

      Assuming this was the end. Sally could only hope her hunch was right about where the last clue was buried.

      Hoping it wasn’t too early in the morning to get in touch with Nick, she sent him a message.

      I think I know where the third clue on the treasure map leads. Would you like to come with me and find out if I’m right?

      She watched the screen for a few moments, wondering if he’d read her message straight away. Her phone pinged while she was in the kitchen dunking her tea bag.

      Sounds good to me, Sherlock, Nick had written. I’m free between eleven and two. Is that any good?

      It was perfect. Tapping out a response, she drank her tea, excitement already bubbling inside her. They were on the verge of solving this mystery; she knew it in her heart.

      She had a lead on the location of the final clue.

      She knew the name of the woman who’d owned the house on Foxglove Street where the treasure map was found and who might shed some light on things. Before Nick came to pick her up at eleven, she’d scoot over to the care home where Olive Nimmo told her the old lady lived and speak to her.

      And she had Alfie Hill’s strange reaction last night when she’d mentioned the treasure map to think about, too. Was he mixed up in this somehow? Perhaps after solving the last clue and speaking to the former owner of the Foxglove Street house, Sally would have enough information to piece together Alfie’s odd behaviour.

      Grinning at the prospect of all that lay ahead, Sally got ready to begin her day.
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        * * *

      

      Meadowpark care home was on the eastern side of Hamblehurst, wedged between a leafy park on one side and the primary school on the other. At the reception desk, Sally introduced herself and asked to speak with Theresa Hibbert, who, according to Olive Nimmo, had once owned the house Nick was renovating on Foxglove Street.

      Once the reception staff had checked Sally’s identification and contacted the wing where Theresa Hibbert lived at the care home, she was allowed inside. A staff member led her through several corridors and into a communal sitting area with views across the park.

      “That’s Theresa right there,” said the staff member, pointing to a table near the windows where three elderly women were completing a jigsaw puzzle. “Theresa’s the one in the pink cardigan.”

      Sally thanked the staff member and walked over to the table, passing other groups of residents busy with other tasks—board games, books, crafts, and more. Soft chatter filled the room and a television was on in the far corner.

      “Hello, Mrs Hibbert,” Sally said. “I’m Sally Shepherd.”

      Theresa Hibbert glanced up and smiled. “Well, hello there. The nurse, Kelvin, said I had an unexpected visitor and I must say it’s a lovely surprise.”

      “Thank you for seeing me.”

      “Oh, we’re always happy to see people here, aren’t we?”

      Theresa turned to her two friends at the table, who both gave Sally a smile before resuming their search for the jigsaw pieces they needed. The jigsaw depicted a summer cottage garden bursting with flowers and butterflies, and Sally noticed from the box on the table that it was a two thousand piece puzzle. The ladies had completed half the puzzle, and Sally was impressed with their dextrous work.

      “We enjoy seeing youngsters dropping in for a visit,” said one of the women at the table.

      “It’s a treat for us,” said the other, slotting a jigsaw piece into place. “We like to keep our minds active, as you can see.”

      “Have we met before?” Theresa asked Sally.

      “It’s possible we may have,” Sally said. “I live on Foxglove Street, and I believe you were once a resident there.”

      “Yes, I was! I lived at number eighteen for many years, although after my husband passed away I had to accept the house was too big for me. I hated having to leave, but it was the right thing to do.”

      “My friend, Olive Nimmo, also lives on the street, and says her late husband used to bump into you from time to time when you were out walking your little dog. A Pomeranian, I think she said?”

      Theresa’s eyes lit up. “Yes! My little Pansy the Pomeranian! Oh, I adored that sweet little dog. He was friends with all the other dogs on the street and everyone loved to see him. And now that I cast my mind back, I remember Malcolm Nimmo and his lovely dog. I think Pansy had a particular sweet spot for Malcolm.”

      Sally hid a smile, remembering what Olive had told her about the altercations her late husband used to have with Theresa’s yapping dog and how much it drove him mad. It was funny how people experienced things so very differently, but Sally certainly wasn’t about to disabuse the elderly lady of her memories.

      “Anyway, what brings you here?” Theresa asked. “The nurse who phoned through to find out if I would see an unknown visitor said something about some questions you wanted to ask me?”

      “That’s right. Um, I’m not sure where to begin.”

      “We’ll make ourselves scarce,” said one of the other women at the table.

      “Oh, there’s no need to go on my account,” Sally said, not wanting to interrupt their enjoyment of the jigsaw puzzle.

      “It’s fine,” said the other lady, wheeling her chair away from the table. “It’s almost time for my physiotherapy, anyway.”

      “And my granddaughter said she’d phone for a chat this morning, and it’s always easier to hear what she’s saying in my room where it’s quieter.”

      “I’ll see you both later,” Theresa called to the departing women. “We’ll work more on this jigsaw puzzle after lunch.”

      The two women raised arthritic hands in acknowledgement as they left. Theresa turned back to Sally and gestured to a chair at the table. As she sat down, Sally took in the older lady’s warm expression and bright blue eyes. Although she was stooped with age and wore a supportive brace on her wrist and had a walking frame at the ready beside her chair, Theresa Hibbert looked in remarkably good health for a woman in her nineties.

      “So, I’m all yours,” Theresa said. “Tell me what brings you here.”

      “Well, this might sound a little odd, so bear with me. A friend of mine, Nick Maxwell, recently purchased the house you used to live in on Foxglove Street. He’s a property developer and is renovating the house.”

      “I see. Well, I’m pleased to hear it. I lived in sheltered housing for a while before I came here to the care home, and I could still get out and about. I saw with my own eyes that the man I sold the house to eventually wasn’t able to manage it.”

      Theresa tutted at the memory. “When I sold the house to him and his wife, I thought they were taking on rather a lot. They weren’t much younger than me and big houses require lots of work. Anyway, I heard later that his wife passed away just a few years after they moved in and naturally the loss hit him very hard. I think things slipped away from him. The last I heard, the front garden was turning into something of a jungle.”

      “Which is why my friend Nick was thrilled to have the chance to buy the house and renovate it. He’s doing a great job.”

      “That’s wonderful to hear.”

      “In the process of completing the renovations, Nick discovered a box of old things in the attic. He contacted the previous owner—the same man you sold the house to—and he confirmed the items didn’t belong to him and had been there when he first moved in. The box contained old photographs and bits and pieces of paperwork relating to various Hamblehurst social clubs and so on. As far as we understand it, by the time the previous owner found the box, many years had passed since he moved in and he saw little point in trying to get in touch with you about it and he eventually forgot all about it.”

      “Ah, I see. So, you’re here to tell me this box of old photos and whatnot might belong to me?”

      “Sort of. But there’s more to my visit than just that.”

      No wonder Theresa Hibbert had a baffled expression on her face. Sally cut to the chase.

      “Because the box contained old photographs from around Hamblehurst and bits and pieces related to various social clubs, Nick brought the box to me. I’m a volunteer at the local history museum, you see, and we’re putting together new displays for our autumn exhibition which is happening this weekend. Nick reckoned there might be things we could use for the exhibition or keep for our historical records.”

      Sally reached into the tote bag she’d brought and pulled out the illustrated map discovered inside the box in the attic, along with the icon trinkets found alongside it.

      “While we were digging through the old photographs and paperwork, we found these.”

      Pushing the illustrated map across the table, followed by the cute trinkets, Sally watched Theresa’s expression. The old lady frowned as she peered at the map and picked up each of the autumn-themed map trinkets, turning them over in her wrinkled hands for inspection.

      “What are these?” Theresa asked.

      “It’s a treasure map, complete with clues to find the treasure.”

      At this blunt statement, Theresa’s eyes flicked back up to Sally. “What?”

      “I know it sounds bonkers, but bear with me here. If you tilt the map just so”—Sally showed her how—“you can see the outline of the words ‘Treasure Map’ written along to the top here. I discovered that, about twenty years ago, the Hamblehurst gardening club held an autumn open day where they planned to hold a children’s treasure hunt to help them learn about plants and gardening. However, it was cancelled at the last minute.”

      Theresa looked back at the map and the trinkets, but said nothing, so Sally continued with her story.

      “We later found a list of clues for the map, and a letter that designed to guide someone to solve them. I suspected the map was used for another purpose after the gardening club event was cancelled, and I decided to try to solve the clues and see where they led.”

      “And did you find something?” Theresa asked.

      “Yes, I did. I found two love letters buried in the places where the first two clues are located.”

      “What?” Theresa gasped, looking astonished.

      Sally explained how she discovered the love letters at Hamblehurst allotments and on the grounds of the Abbeyhill Hotel. As she’d brought the letters with her, she showed them to Theresa. While she talked, Theresa remained oddly quiet.

      “Theresa, I’m here today because I hope you might know who drew this map and who buried those love letters.”

      The old lady’s eyes turned sharp. “Well, it wasn’t me, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “I wasn’t thinking that. When I explained all this to Olive Nimmo, she said you were probably caring for your husband around the time this map was most likely drawn and those letters were buried.”

      “That’s correct. I never would have had time for any such nonsense like this. However…”

      Theresa’s gaze softened once more as she looked back at the map and the love letters. After a long moment, a surprised smile lifted her lips.

      “I do know who wrote these letters and drew this map,” she said. “It took a moment for my memories to return and for the pieces to fall into place, but the more I look at this map, the more it’s all coming back to me. After all these years, I don’t suppose it will do any harm to tell you what I know.”

      Excited by this revelation, Sally leaned forward in her chair, desperate to hear more.

      “Back when my husband was ill, I hired a nurse to come and help me care for him,” Theresa began. “Her name was Louise Flynn and she was a godsend to me. For four months, she lived in our house and was there whenever I needed her. She helped me give my husband the best care possible in the final weeks of his life, and I felt very lucky that we were fortunate enough to afford to hire her. Louise was in her late forties and had recently separated from her husband. She needed a job to tide her over while she considered her next steps, which was how she found her way to us. She was a wonderful nurse and an incredibly kind person. She was also…”

      Theresa trailed off and looked thoughtful. “She was something of a free spirit, you might say. An excellent nurse, yes, but a woman who had her head in the clouds, too, and who was rather artistic. I discovered her aptitude for art one night not long after she moved in, when I found her at our kitchen table, drawing on a large sketchpad. She was rather talented, and I got used to finding her drawings and sketches around the house during her time with us.”

      Theresa tapped the map on the table. “I have no doubt in my mind that Louise drew this. In fact, I know it for sure.”

      Sally’s eyes widened. “Really?”

      “Absolutely. In fact, I remember her offering to draw a map for the Hamblehurst gardening club when she heard they wanted to run a fun little treasure hunt for the children during their open day. Back then, I was involved in several social clubs around the town, which is why you found those related items of photographs and paperwork in that box in the attic. I suspect I intended to throw it all out while I was preparing to move, but with so much going on as I got ready to sell the house, I can only guess that an old box intended for the bin somehow ended up back in the attic.”

      “With this map and these trinkets inside the box, too?”

      Theresa gave a small shrug. “I remember finding these things during my clear-out but, as they didn’t belong to me, I must have simply added them to a rubbish box, which never actually made it into the rubbish…”

      A distant expression crossed Theresa’s face. “Anyway, to return to your question, I certainly recall Louise drawing that map. In fact, she got quite carried away with the work, sitting at our kitchen table doodling while my husband was asleep and she had time on her hands.”

      Theresa waved a hand in the air. “All this was a very long time ago, of course. But the moment you showed me this map, all those memories of Louise began returning. It was a terrible time for me, knowing my husband was dying and there was nothing I could do to stop it. Trauma and pain such as that inevitably burn certain things into one’s memories.” She tapped again on the map before adding, “Louise and her lovely little sketches are inextricably bound up in my head with everything else I remember from that sad time. Which is why I can say with certainty that she drew this map.”

      Sally let all this information seep in. “And do you think she wrote the love letters, too?”

      Theresa gave another nod. “Yes, this whole thing smacks of her. A secret treasure hunt, these sweet illustrations, these odd little trinkets she clearly took the time to find. And as for what’s written in these love letters… well, like I said, Louise very much had her head in the clouds. She was a romantic and a wild spirit.”

      “Are you still in touch with her?” Sally asked. “I’d love to talk to her about all this, and return these things to her. And I won’t deny being fascinated with the question of who these love letters were intended for, and—”

      “I’m sorry, dear, but Louise passed away,” Theresa interrupted.

      This new revelation caught Sally by surprise and left her feeling suddenly sad. “Oh, I see. When did she pass?”

      “Unfortunately, she died just a month after my husband did.” Theresa paused, as if struggling with the memories.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” Sally was annoyed with herself for wading into something that had caused this old lady to dredge up painful memories.

      But Theresa held up a hand. “It’s fine. It was all so long ago now, I assure you I’m quite able to talk about it. It just makes me sad to remember what happened to poor Louise. I haven’t thought about in such a long time.”

      “Are you sure you want to tell me more?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. After my husband passed away, Louise continued staying in the guest room at our house. Despite our age difference, we’d become friends and I appreciated her company. It stopped me feeling too lonely in that big old house and gave Louise time to find somewhere new to stay. The separation from her husband hadn’t been easy, and I knew she had financial worries, so while she looked for a new job, I was happy for her to remain with me. She had bright hopes for her future, though, I knew that much.”

      Theresa let out a slow sigh. “One afternoon, a policeman turned up on my doorstep with some terrible news. There had been a road accident over in Dewhurst and Louise, who’d been crossing the street, was hit by a car and killed instantly.”

      “Oh, my goodness.” Shock rolled through Sally like an icy wave at this revelation.

      “Louise had gone there to look into a job opportunity, and had been crossing the road to catch the bus back to Hamblehurst when a car sped through a red light and knocked her down.” Theresa shook her head, pain obvious in her expression. “Poor Louise. We’d only been friends for a few months, but I was heartbroken about what happened and missed her terribly for a very long time.”

      “I’m so sorry. You must have been devastated to lose your husband and then your new friend, too.”

      “It was an unhappy time. Louise’s estranged husband later came and collected her things. Although they were separated, he was still legally her next of kin. It was about seven or eight months later when I was selling the house that I found that map and the other things at the back of a drawer in the guest room where Louise had stayed. I cried a little when I saw the map and the envelope with those trinkets in them. I remember feeling bad about placing them in a box intended for the bin, but saw no reason to hold on to them.”

      Theresa waved a hand at the items. “And now, by some strange miracle, they have found their way to you and you have unearthed some startling love letters.”

      Sally thought about the sealed envelope she’d discovered alongside the trinkets, the one that had explained what the map was for. If Theresa Hibbert had been busy clearing out her house, it explained why she’d never found that letter and opened it. She’d been busy with other tasks and overlooked the sealed letter amongst the other items.

      “So,” Sally said, trying to get all this straight. “It looks like Louise Flynn repurposed the map and set the clues and buried the love letters… but was then tragically killed?”

      “I suppose that sounds about right.”

      “Do you think she wrote these letters to her estranged husband? Was she considering a reconciliation?”

      Theresa shook her head. “I don’t think so. From what she told me, she’d been desperately unhappy in her marriage and things had been bad between them for a long time. She was glad to be away from the man and excited at the prospect of beginning a new life. In fact…”

      “What?” Sally pressed, when Theresa said nothing for a long moment.

      “Well, this is pure speculation on my part, and after all these years, it’s entirely possible I am misremembering. But during the months she lived with me, Louise inevitably made connections with other people in Hamblehurst. She joined the gardening club, which is how she got caught up in the children’s treasure hunt business that led her to draw the map in the first place, and I know she enjoyed other activities, too, and certainly made a few friends.”

      Theresa gave her a speculative look. “I think she may have become romantically involved with someone in Hamblehurst. Well, she must have, because how else could we explain those love letters?”

      Scooting even closer to the edge of her seat, Sally’s eyes were wide. “Do you have any idea who it might have been?”

      “No, none whatsoever. Although, having said that, I did see Louise returning to the house once or twice in the company of a man who I assumed she’d been out walking with. He never came into the house and I never knew who he was, and with so many other things on my mind at the time with my husband’s illness, it never occurred to me to ask.”

      Sally picked up one of the map trinkets from the table and turned it over in her hands. “It’s such a sad story. Based on what was written in these love letters, Louise was head over heels in love with this man, but it’s still a mystery about why would she do something as elaborate as this, with this map and these love letters.”

      “I doubt we’ll ever know for sure, but like I said, Louise was a wild spirit. She was artistic and creative and incredibly romantic, in the fullest sense of that word, and I suspect that after being trapped in an unhappy marriage for so long, she was eager to live a little and express her wild side. Perhaps that’s why she did all this.”

      “And yet those love letters remained buried in the ground all this time. The person she meant them for never read them.”

      Theresa looked grim at this thought. “I can only assume she was killed in that road accident before she had the chance to start the ball rolling on the whole thing. Perhaps she wrote the letters, buried them, and then… Well, then she died. Life can be horribly cruel.”

      Sally felt that wave of melancholy roll through her again. She wondered what she’d expected to find at the end of this treasure hunt. A happily married couple, somehow united by means other than those buried love letters and delighted to remember the early days of their romance?

      She wasn’t sure if that’s what she’d expected to find or not, but it certainly wasn’t this tragic tale recounted by Theresa Hibbert.

      “I may have planned to throw out that hand-drawn map and those bits and pieces I found alongside it in the drawer in Louise’s guest room,” Theresa said. “But I valued Louise’s friendship enough to keep a photograph of her I took while she was living with us. Would you like to see it?”

      “Yes, I’d like that.”

      “Come with me.”

      Theresa got to her feet and grabbed hold of her walking frame and led Sally to her bedroom on a nearby corridor. After rummaging through a cupboard, she asked Sally to help her remove a photograph album tucked at the back.

      “Here we go,” Theresa said after turning the pages of the album. “This was Louise.”

      Sally looked at the photograph, which showed a woman in her late forties, just as Theresa had described. A petite brunette smiled warmly from the photograph, raising a hand as if waving for the camera.

      “She was such a warm and generous person,” Theresa said. “I took that photo of her in my back garden, where we sometimes sat together and enjoyed a moment of fresh air while my husband slept. Louise insisted it was important for me to clear my head from time to time and get out of the house, even if it was only to step into the garden. She said I had to keep my spirits and my strength up in order to be there for my husband in those final difficult weeks, and she was right. Without her shooing me out into the garden every evening with a cup of tea in my hand, I might have come apart at the seams.”

      Theresa laughed and pointed again to the photograph of Louise. “The only reason I took that photograph at all was because Louise, in an attempt to distract me from the anguish at what was happening to my husband, insisted I should take photographs of the roses in my garden and submit them to the gardening club newsletter. Those roses were nothing special, but Louise was special, and knew that giving me some silly task would help soothe my mind. I took that snap of her while I was snapping the roses. I think it’s the only photograph I had of her.”

      As Theresa talked, Sally stared at the photograph of Louise Flynn and realised she recognised her from somewhere. It took a moment to place her, but when she did, she let out a gasp of recognition.

      “I think I have another photo of her,” Sally said, and pulled her phone from her bag. She scrolled through the recent photos she’d taken. When she found the one she’d snapped in the lobby of the Abbeyhill Hotel, she turned the screen to Theresa.

      “This is Louise, isn’t it?” Sally asked and pointed to the photograph of the local gardeners who had helped advise on the rebuild the kitchen garden at the Abbeyhill Hotel.

      Standing to one side of the photo was a petite brunette, giving a dazzling smile for the camera as she stood beside the other gardeners. The woman was identical to the woman in Theresa Hibbert’s photograph album.

      “Yes, that’s her!” Theresa stared at Sally’s phone, surprise lifting her eyes. “Where on earth did you find this?”

      Sally explained how she’d snapped a photograph of the framed image hanging in the lobby of the Abbeyhill Hotel.

      “I recognised a few faces from the gardening club and thought it might be worthwhile tracking them down to see if they had any helpful information,” Sally said. “But it turns out the photo has been useful in another way, instead.”

      “During her evenings off, Louise enjoyed getting out and about, as I mentioned,” Theresa said. “It was all so long ago and I can’t remember every detail, but now that I see this photograph, I recall Louise committing a few hours of her free time to work on that kitchen garden rebuild over at the hotel.”

      “The old apple orchards on the hotel grounds were clearly special to Louise and her lover, special enough for her to bury one of her love letters there. I wonder if this is when she spent time with him, during this kitchen garden work? Perhaps that’s what the love letter was referring to?”

      Sally was asking the questions as much for her own benefit as for Theresa’s. Her imagination conjured pictures of Louise and her secret lover excusing themselves from the work in the kitchen garden and disappearing off into the overgrown orchard and kissing beneath the twisted apple trees.

      “That certainly makes sense,” Theresa said, still studying the photo on Sally’s phone. “The more I look at this photo, the more I wonder…”

      Sally saw the old lady’s eyebrows bunch together as a curious look crossed her face. Theresa tapped at the screen with a thin arthritic finger.

      “I can’t help but thinking that this might be the man I saw Louise with once or twice all those years ago,” she said. “She often took an evening walk before settling my husband in bed for the night and seeing to his nursing needs, and, as I said, occasionally I saw her in the company of a man as she made her way back to the house. It was a very long time ago, and it’s possible my old brain isn’t remembering things properly, but I feel sure I recognise him.”

      Sally looked at the man Theresa was pointing to in the photograph. A flutter of excitement bubbled when she remembered how she, too, had found his face familiar when she first saw the photograph hanging in the hotel lobby.

      Was this the man Louise Flynn had written those love letters for?

      Sally peered more closely at the image on her phone, willing her brain to recognise the man. She felt sure she knew him. Then again, she knew many people around Hamblehurst, and had already found other vaguely familiar faces in the photo.

      It wasn’t easy to make out the man’s features. He wore a sunhat and was partially obscured by another man standing in the photo group. But something about him was so undeniably familiar to Sally.

      When the pieces at last clicked together in her head, Sally gasped.

      “I know who this is!” she said, tapping to the man’s image on her phone. “It’s Alfie Hill!”

      “Who?”

      “He’s one of my clients. I’m a social care worker and I visit him at home to help him with his meals and so on. I can’t believe this is him!”

      He was twenty years younger in the photograph, and wore a beard, too, which made it harder to recognise him. But it was certainly him. Sally had no doubt.

      If Alfie Hill was there helping at the kitchen garden rebuild at the hotel at the same time as Louise Flynn, and if he was the same man Theresa Hibbert saw walking Louise home from time to time when she lived on Foxglove Street, then surely he was the man she’d written those love letters for?

      Alfie’s reaction last night only added to the balance of probability. When Sally had mentioned the treasure hunt and the trinkets and the buried love letters as they’d eaten dessert together, Alfie had shut down completely. Baffled by his reaction at the time, Sally had wondered if it was possible Alfie knew something about the treasure hunt, but it had seemed like such a silly long shot.

      Now, she had something closer to concrete evidence that Alfie Hill spent time with the woman who drew the treasure map and buried the love letters.

      Did Alfie have a love affair with Louise all those years ago?

      “Have you perhaps solved the mystery?” Theresa asked.

      “It’s possible. Although, if I have, I’m not sure what it means. Louise passed away, so where did that leave Alfie? Did he know how she felt about him? If their affair was new and secret, what must he have gone through when she died suddenly?”

      These questions and a million more flooded Sally’s head in an instant. Before she could think about any of them, her phone beeped with a message from Nick to say he was on his way to pick her up.

      “Oh gosh, look at the time,” Sally said, surprised to discover it was almost eleven o’clock. “I’m so sorry, Theresa, but I’ll have to go. My friend Nick and I have plans to find the last clue on the treasure map.”

      “How exciting,” Theresa said. “Let me walk you back along the corridor.”

      Sally tapped out a quick message to Nick, asking him if he’d mind collecting her from the Meadowpark care home instead of her house, and adding that she’d explain why once he got there. When she reached the double doors that led into the communal living space, Sally turned to Theresa.

      “I’ll find my way out from here. Thank you so much for all your help, Theresa.”

      “It was my pleasure, and it was lovely to talk with you. What are you going to do now that you think you may have identified the man Louise wrote those love letters for?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. This all ended so tragically when Louise died. I’ll have to tread carefully before I mention any of this to Alfie, assuming he is the man at the centre of all of this.”

      “You sound like a sensible lady to me and I’m sure you will know how to handle this. I hope you’ll come back and tell me if you find the third treasure hunt clue and how it all comes out in the wash?”

      “I’d be glad to.”

      They said their goodbyes and Sally returned to the main reception area to sign out from her visit. When she stepped out into the car park, Nick was pulling up at the doors.

      “Good morning,” he said when she slipped into the passenger seat.

      “Good morning to you too,” she said, returning his smile. “Thanks for coming all the way over here to pick me up. I hope I didn’t put you out.”

      “Never.” His smile deepened as he nodded at the map and trinkets she was sliding into her tote bag. “I take it you were here on treasure hunt business?”

      “Correct. I’ve got so much to tell you, Nick, you won’t believe it.”

      “So, where are we going to this morning?”

      “Hamblehurst Castle park.”

      As Nick pulled away from the care home exit, he gave her a surprised look. “The plot thickens.”

      “You don’t know the half of it, Nick. Wait until you hear this…”
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      By the time they arrived at Hamblehurst Castle park, Sally had finished recounting what she’d learned from Theresa Hibbert during her visit to Meadowpark care home, including how stunned she’d been when the elderly lady’s sharp eye led her to identify Alfie Hill in the photograph she’d taken in the lobby of the Abbeyhill Hotel. Sally realised she’d hardly stopped talking during the entire drive.

      “So, your care client, Alfie Hill, was the person those love letters were written for?” Nick asked, incredulous.

      “I don’t know for sure, but after what Theresa Hibbert told me, and remembering Alfie’s strange reaction yesterday when I mentioned the treasure hunt while we were eating dinner together, I can’t help but think he might be the man at the centre of all this, yes.”

      Nick parked in the visitor car park and shut off the engine. “That’s… actually, I don’t know what to say.”

      “I know how you feel,” Sally laughed.

      They sat in silence for a moment. Sally looked across the car park to where Hamblehurst Castle stood surrounded by lush grounds on one side and the recently opened children’s adventure fort on the other. Once a grand ancestral seat, the castle had operated as a visitor attraction for many years. More house than castle, despite its turreted rooms and flagstone floors, it was a beautiful building and much loved by the local community.

      “So, you think the third treasure hunt clue is here somewhere?” Nick asked.

      Sally nodded and explained her thoughts on the treasure map and the relative positions of the previous two hidden love letters.

      “This is the only place that makes sense, as far as I can tell,” Sally said. “It’s not an exact match in terms of location on the treasure map, but the clue on the written list says, ‘This house was once a castle’. Well, this place was a castle at one time, although it’s more of a grand old country house now.”

      “What about the reference to Autumn Leaves House? I don’t think this place has ever gone by that name.”

      “No, it hasn’t, but none of the other clue locations on the treasure map made sense either, because the assigned names only really meant something to the people involved in the treasure hunt.”

      “Louise and, possibly, Alfie.”

      “Yes.” Sally gathered her things and got out of the car, and Nick walked around to join her. “Thanks for coming along with me, Nick.”

      “I’m as curious as you are to understand all this. I can’t say it’s the sort of thing that would usually have me running around all over the place in search of answers, but…”

      He waved a hand as if gesturing to the baffling hold the treasure hunt had over him.

      “I feel the same,” Sally said. She pulled out the autumn leaf trinket from the bag of treasure hunt things and re-read the clue written on the label. “The trinket says, ‘Follow the staircase to the top floor and find the box in the room of autumn leaves.’”

      “Do they let people wander around inside the house?” Nick asked.

      “Some parts of it are open to the public, although I don’t think it’s likely that the top floor will be accessible. However, that doesn’t have to stop us.”

      Sally began walking along the path that led to the castle.

      “We’re not about to get ourselves thrown out of here for wandering around where we shouldn’t, are we?”

      “No,” Sally laughed. “I know the manager here, Jeff. He lives across the street from my house. Also, my daughter works for a local hospitality business that recently opened an ice cream shop here at the castle, so we have at least two people we could call on if need be.”

      “You’re a well-connected woman, Sally.”

      They crossed the grounds towards the castle. The autumn sunshine was warm, the air crisp, and Sally felt a bump of excitement in her stomach thanks to the glorious morning, the beautiful surroundings, the engrossing treasure hunt… and thanks to Nick, too.

      She couldn’t imagine having gone this far on this crazy adventure if it weren’t for him. The mystery might have gripped her from the first moment she’d spied that long-forgotten hand-drawn map, but none of this would have been even half as much fun but for the man currently walking at her side.

      Before they reached the main entrance to the castle, Sally took Nick’s hand and pulled him close, and brushed a kiss across his lips.

      “What was that for?” he asked, blinking in surprise.

      “To say thanks for doing all this with me. Whatever we find here, I want you to know these past few days have been the most fun I’ve had in a long time.”

      Surprise turned to a smile that lifted the corners of his eyes. “Same here.”

      Releasing his hand, Sally stepped through the main doors of the castle into a spacious lobby area that had once been a grand reception hall. To one side was a café and the small ice cream parlour that had recently opened, on the other a visitor reception area complete with a gift shop. Sally approached the reception counter where a young woman stood working at a computer.

      “I hope you can help me,” Sally said to the young woman. “Is it possible to go up to the top floor of the house and look around?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, but the upper floors are out of bounds and—”

      “Sally! What a surprise to see you here!”

      Sally turned and saw her Foxglove Street neighbour, Jeff Hobbs, walking into the reception area. The tall, handsome young man smiled as he drew near.

      “Jeff, hello there,” Sally said. “How are you doing? And how is Ellie? I haven’t chatted with her for a while.”

      Ellie Jones lived two doors down from Sally, through-the-wall from Walter Montgomery’s house. During the summer Ellie and Jeff had started seeing one another, and Sally had enjoyed catching sight of them coming and going from one another’s houses. They made a lovely couple, and she hoped things were working out between them.

      “Ellie’s fine,” Jeff replied. “Busy at the library, as always. You know how much she loves working there. She’s hoping to start a second book club next month because the one they already run there is so popular these days they need more capacity.”

      “That’s wonderful to hear. Good for Ellie. And how are things here at the castle? Jess tells me the new ice cream parlour is a big hit.”

      “There are queues out the door most weekends and it’s also boosting sales at the café, so it’s a win-win.” Jeff pointed to the visitor reception. “Are you here to take a tour of the grounds?”

      “Actually, no. I’m hoping it might be possible for me and my friend, Nick, to take a nosy around the top floor of the castle.”

      Jeff looked perplexed. “What on earth for?”

      “Well, it’s a long story, but let me give you the quick summary.”

      Sally pulled together the main threads of the story of the treasure hunt map and the clues she’d already discovered elsewhere around Hamblehurst. While she talked, Jeff’s eyes grew wider, and he exchanged a few astonished looks with Nick, who responded with helpless shrugs of his own.

      “I know there are parts of the castle that are out of bounds to visitors, for good reason,” Sally said. “But is there any way you could make an exception for us?”

      Jeff rubbed his chin and looked thoughtful. “After what you just told me, I have to let you go up there and look around, don’t I?”

      “Thank you, Jeff. I really appreciate it.”

      “I’ll have to come with you, though,” he added. “Most of the rooms are locked on the top floor because the owners haven’t yet renovated them for use. This is a big place and for the moment at least, they’re approaching it one thing—and one floor—at a time.”

      Considering the size of Hamblehurst Castle, that made perfect sense to Sally. Jeff led Sally and Nick towards a staff-only corridor that connected the reception area to the other rooms on the west side of the ground floor, before turning towards a staircase. When they reached the top floor, they paused on the narrow landing.

      It was gloomy in this part of the old castle, with only two slim windows at either end of the long space allowing in any natural light. The carpets underfoot were worn, threadbare in some places, and the wallpaper was grubby, all proof of Jeff’s explanation that this part of the building hadn’t yet been brought back into use.

      “Our treasure hunt clue says we’ll find the box in the room of autumn leaves,” Sally said, removing the autumn leaf trinket from her bag and checking the wording written on the label. “Do you have any idea what that might mean?”

      “A room of autumn leaves?” Jeff frowned, deep in thought. As he glanced around at the doors connecting to the narrow corridor, Sally and Nick did the same. Sally wasn’t sure what she was looking for—what exactly did a ‘room of autumn leaves’ look like, anyway?

      “Oh, look here,” Nick said, pointing to something on the door he was standing beside. “Could this be it?”

      Sally moved further along the corridor to join him. On the old heavy wooden door there was a small faded image of a sycamore leaf etched on the panel.

      “I’ve never noticed that before,” Jeff said as they all peered at the image. “Although I’m never up here much, to be honest. My work keeps me downstairs.”

      Sally glanced at the other doors along the corridor. “Look, there are other images on the other doors.” She saw faded paintwork depicting a stag deer on one door, a horse on another, a cluster of toadstools on another door further along.

      Jeff pulled a fat keyring from his pocket. “Do you want to look inside?”

      “Yes, please. Fingers crossed we find what we’re looking for.”

      After a few failed attempts, Jeff found the key that turned the lock and swung open the door. Sally peered into the small room, her nose already twitching from the dust and musty smell. Old-fashioned display cases lined the walls on two sides, filled with old porcelain tableware and tea sets. On another wall hung a huge oil painting depicting Hamblehurst Castle surrounded by trees in their full autumn glory, their leaves a riot of burnished amber and hazelnut brown and russet red.

      “It looks like we’ve definitely found the room of autumn leaves,” Sally said, gesturing to the painting. “Do you know how long this painting has hung here?” she asked Jeff.

      “Most of these rooms have been untouched for years,” he said. “I can’t be sure of an exact time frame, but judging by the dust on these surfaces, it must be decades since anything was moved in this room.”

      Sally exchanged a look with Nick and held up the autumn leaf trinket. “The other two clues we found were marked by trinkets. Let’s see if we can find an autumn leaf somewhere around here.”

      Just as they began peering around the space, Jeff’s phone pinged.

      “I’m needed back downstairs in reception,” Jeff said after reading the message on his screen. “Can I leave you two here by yourselves to look around?”

      “We’ll be fine on our own,” Sally assured him. “As soon as we find what we’re looking for, we’ll come down and let you know. Shall we lock up after ourselves?”

      “No, I’ll take care of that once you’re finished.” Jeff smiled as he turned for the door. “Happy treasure hunting.”

      Once he was gone, Sally turned her attention to the room, scanning the old dark wooden furniture for any sign of the autumn leaf trinket. Nick did the same, inspecting the bookcases that ran beneath the oil painting.

      “Any luck?” Nick asked after a moment.

      “Not yet. But there are so many things stuffed into these display cases and bookcases, it might take a few minutes to find what we’re looking for.”

      Sally carefully shifted the old-fashioned tableware items, moved storage boxes around, searched inside a set of creaky drawers, wafting away the clouds of dust that puffed up whenever she touched something. She was wondering if she’d barked up the wrong tree entirely with her theory of the third treasure hunt clue when her gaze fell on a small wooden box tucked behind a stack of serving dishes inside the display case.

      The box was coated with dust, which was why she at first missed the fabric autumn leaf glued to the top of it. Pulling the jewellery box from the shelf of the display case, she wiped away the dust and let out a gasp.

      “I’ve found it!” she said, swiping her hand across the surface again to clear away more of the dust. “Look!”

      Tilting the small wooden box towards Nick, she pointed to the fabric leaf that had been glued to the lid. It was a match for the autumn leaf trinket she held in her hands, its colour faded and its edges worn with age compared to its twin which had been inside the protective brown envelope for so many years, but it was a match, nonetheless.

      Nick looked at the wooden box, his gaze switching between the fabric leaf glued to the lid and the one Sally held in her hands. “Well done,” he smiled. “Aren’t you going to open it?”

      Sally glanced at the small wooden box, her stomach fluttering at what she might find inside. Given what she now knew about Louise Flynn, the author of the love letters and creator of the treasure hunt, the moment was filled with more poignancy than the other two discoveries had been.

      With no small amount of reverence, Sally opened the lid on the box. Soft pink velvet lined the internal compartment. Tucked on one side of the box was a folded letter of the same creamy paper they’d found inside the buried metal tins. In the tiny square compartment beside it there was a delicate silver tie pin decorated with a simple oak leaf at the tip.

      Sally looked at the two items for a long moment, knowing Louise Flynn had been the last person to touch them. Thinking about the excitement the woman must have felt as she hid this treasure and set the clue, and thinking, too, about what she’d hope would come of this entire crazy scheme, Sally gently lifted the letter from the box.

      As if sensing her thoughts, Nick laid his hand on Sally’s arm. “Shall we read the last letter together?” he asked, his voice soft.

      “Yes, let’s see what Louise wrote and find out if it answers our questions about what this was about.”

      Unfolding the letter, Sally’s eyes lingered on the sloping handwriting. As she recalled Louise’s image from the photograph Theresa Hibbert had shown her, she imagined Louise sitting at the kitchen table all those years ago, her hand flying across the creamy page as she wrote this letter to her love.

      “Here goes,” Sally said, and began reading the letter aloud to Nick.

      

      My dearest love,

      You found your way to the end of the treasure hunt. I knew you would! We found our way to each other this past summer and I can’t imagine a greater gift in my life than you. Everything has happened so fast between us and when we’re together I feel like I’m floating in pure joy. You’ve given me happiness when I least expected it. And you’ve reminded me what love feels like.

      I know you want us to begin our new life together. That’s what I want, too. Once I’m free, I want to be your wife—my answer is yes! You must have known it all along, surely? Since the moment we met, I’ve belonged to you.

      Which is why this last clue has brought you here. When we walked here last week amongst the falling autumn leaves and you dropped to your knee and asked me to marry you, it felt like a glorious dream. You’ve made these last weeks and months so wonderful and I wanted to make this moment wonderful, too.

      I don’t have much to offer except my love and my heart. But when I saw this little tie pin in the window of the antique shop, I thought of you. We met in summer and our love bloomed in the autumn. You are my September romance, my second chance, my one true love.

      Look out the window and you’ll see me waiting for you beneath our autumn oak tree… waiting to begin our life together.

      Yours forever, L.

      

      By the time she finished reading the letter aloud, Sally’s throat was thick with emotion and tears pricked at her eyes.

      “Are you okay?” Nick asked at last, his voice soft.

      “I’m fine. This letter is so beautiful and this whole thing is so mysterious and lovely and yet filled with such sadness, considering we know what happened to Louise. I’m just a little choked up with it all.”

      Sally scanned the swirling words on the page once more and then stepped towards the narrow window overlooking the castle grounds. A grand oak tree stood in a small grassy clearing, its branches spreading a canopy across the ground below. Its leaves glowed in the late morning sunshine, a burnished palette of rich gold and fading green.

      Sally imagined the scene painted in the love letter she’d just read, imagined a man dropping to his knees beneath the sweet shelter of the oak tree and asking the woman he loved to marry him. She wondered what had stopped Louise from saying yes there and then, and to turn instead to this strange treasure hunt as a way to give her answer.

      “I wonder what it would have been like, if things had gone to plan,” Sally said as Nick joined her at the window. “Alfie—assuming it is Alfie—would have read this letter and looked out the window and Louise would have been down there beneath the oak tree, looking back up at him, smiling, waiting for him. It’s so incredibly romantic.”

      “Romantic and a little convoluted,” Nick said, gentle amusement in his voice.

      “When I spoke to Theresa Hibbert at the care home, she said Louise had a romantic streak and was creative and a little wild, too. Perhaps escaping from an unhappy marriage unleashed something inside her and this was the result.”

      For a moment, they gazed out the window at the oak tree. Sally’s mind swirled with the romance of Louise’s plan and the sadness of knowing it never came to pass. Until this moment, no one but Louise even knew about this treasure hunt or the motivations behind it, and the thought filled Sally was a deep melancholy.

      “She planned all this, and yet she never got to see it play out,” Sally said, shaking her head. “I never knew this woman, but I can’t help feeling sad.”

      “Hey,” Nick said, slipping his hand into hers. “It is sad. But you found these clues and completed the treasure hunt. You got to the bottom of it.”

      Sally said nothing. It didn’t feel like she’d got to the bottom of it, at least not completely. Nick’s hand in hers brought comfort as she wondered what she ought to do next.

      Should she approach Alfie Hill with her theory about his connection to Louise Flynn and this buried treasure hunt? If he was the man Louise became involved with all those years ago, wouldn’t it hurt him terribly to have those old wounds reopened? She might have had fun solving the mystery of the treasure hunt, but if Alfie was at the centre of all this, how would he react to what she’d discovered?

      The old man hadn’t exactly been in the best of health these past days. The last thing she wanted was to tell him about what she’d found and possibly cause him to become ill with the upset and shock.

      “Your mind is spinning,” Nick said. “I can see it in your eyes.”

      “I’m wondering whether I ought to tell Alfie about any of this. What if I’m wrong about my theory and I confuse or upset him? What if I’m right and I give him a bad turn when I tell him that Louise was going to say yes to his marriage proposal?”

      “What does your gut tell you?”

      Sally sighed. “My gut says I ought to tell him.”

      “That’s what I think, too. If you’re right about why he reacted strangely the other night when you mentioned the treasure hunt business, then it’s only right you tell him what you know and get it all out in the open.”

      “I don’t want to cause unnecessary grief to a lonely old man. I’d never forgive myself.”

      Nick brought her hand to his lips and kissed her palm, his eyes locked on hers. “You have a good heart, Sally Shepherd.”

      His tender words soothed her conflicted mind. Gazing into his eyes, she realised she could happily lose herself in their dark depths forever. She stepped closer, suddenly wanting to feel his body next to hers, and tilted her mouth to his.

      The sweet, soft kiss left her sighing with pleasure. When she at last opened her eyes, she ran her fingers along the strong line of Nick’s jaw before brushing her lips across his one last time.

      “I could kiss you forever, Nick,” she murmured.

      A surprised smile lit up his eyes for a split second but as soon as it appeared it was gone, the surprise replaced with something that looked a lot like panic, the smile replaced with a frown Nick could scarcely conceal.

      Before Sally could ask what was wrong, Nick’s phone pinged. Stepping away from her, he pulled it from his pocket.

      Saved by the bell, Sally thought, watching as Nick read the message on his screen.

      “That was Ed, my project manager,” Nick said as he tapped a reply. “There’s a problem on site and I need to get over there.”

      “Of course. Let’s go.”

      Sally took one last look out the window at the majestic oak tree, its golden leaves swaying in the autumn breeze, before she turned for the door. Tucking the love letter back into the small wooden box, she followed Nick into the narrow corridor.

      Downstairs, she found Jeff in the visitor reception area and thanked him again for allowing her to access the top floor rooms. As he was busy dealing with a group of school children who’d arrived for an outdoor activity session, she promised to fill him in on what they’d found when she next saw him. After waving goodbye, Sally walked with Nick back outside to his car.

      “Would you mind dropping me off at Alfie Hill’s house?” she asked Nick.

      “Of course not.”

      His smile was warm, but somehow guarded, too, and Nick said little on the short drive back to Hamblehurst. Sally wanted to ask what was wrong—because something obviously was wrong—but she had a sneaking suspicion she already knew.

      I could kiss you forever, Nick.

      Why had she said that? Why had she said something so passionate and deep? And why on earth had she even mentioned the word ‘forever’? They’d only just met! She wasn’t even interested in a long-term relationship, never mind forever.

      His kiss had scrambled her brains, just like all his kisses had done, and had caused her to say something she didn’t really mean. She’d been swept up in a romantic moment, nothing more, and she ought to tell him so.

      But before she could organise her thoughts, Nick was pulling up outside Alfie Hill’s house.

      “I’ll call you later to see how it goes,” Nick said. “Sorry I can’t come with you.”

      “You have plenty to keep you busy at work and I’ve taken up enough of your time as it is with all this treasure hunt business.”

      Nick opened his mouth to reply but his phone started ringing. He glanced at the car console where the call details were displayed. “It’s Ed again. I’d better take this.”

      “Off you go,” Sally said and closed the car door as Nick tapped the console to accept the call. As he pulled away from the kerb, she saw him already in animated conversation with his employee.

      Standing on the pavement, Sally blew out a breath. She might have only known Nick for a few short days, but the fifteen minutes that had passed since their kiss in the top floor ‘autumn leaves’ hideaway at Hamblehurst Castle were the most awkward she’d spent in his company since they’d met. She wasn’t sure what that meant, or what she ought to do about it.

      Sally turned towards Alfie Hill’s house, the wooden box she’d found at Hamblehurst Castle still clutched in her hands. Right now, she had a sensitive and potentially emotional conversation ahead of her, and that deserved all her attention.
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      “Alfie? It’s me, Sally.”

      Sally closed the front door and made her way along the hallway. In the sitting room, she found Alfie in his armchair with a puzzled look on his face.

      “What are you doing here, love?” he asked. “I’ve already had a visit from a carer this lunchtime.”

      “This is a social call, Alfie, not a care visit. I wanted to know how you’re feeling today.”

      “I feel fine. That lovely meal you fed me last night hit the spot, and I had a good night’s sleep, too, which makes all the difference.”

      Sally thought the old man looked a little better today than he had lately. There was a hint of colour at his cheeks and his eyes seemed brighter. Gone was the pasty face and lacklustre mood that had greeted her during recent visits.

      “I’m glad you feel better, Alfie. You rushed off to bed so quickly last night. I worried there was something wrong.”

      The old man frowned at this and folded the newspaper he’d been reading and set it aside. The television was on in the corner, and Sally found the remote control and muted the volume.

      “Nothing was wrong,” Alfie said. “I was just stuffed full because of all that rich food and needed to lie down, that’s all.”

      Sally sat on the sofa, wondering if she ought to proceed. If Alfie was feeling brighter, perhaps it would be a mistake to regale him with stories about her treasure hunt discoveries and her theory about his connection to it. But in her heart, she knew it was the right thing to do.

      She and Nick had stumbled upon those love letters for a reason. Perhaps it was time to share what they’d found with the one person she suspected might make sense of it all.

      “Alfie, there’s something I wanted to talk to you about,” she began.

      The old man’s watery gaze swung in her direction. “Oh?”

      “Last night, when we were finishing dinner together, I mentioned how Nick and I had stumbled across a series of treasure hunt clues in the attic of the house he’s renovating on Foxglove Street.”

      At her words, Alfie shifted in his armchair, looking uncomfortable.

      “When we mentioned which house Nick was renovating, you became very quiet,” Sally continued. “And the moment I told you about the treasure hunt things we’d found, you were obviously shocked. Because of your reaction, I asked if you knew anything about it, and you said no. But I think you do know something, Alfie.”

      “No, I don’t know anything!” Alfie cried, waving his hand in the air.

      Seeing his agitated reaction, Sally was about to let the matter drop, not wanting to harass the poor man. But when Alfie’s gaze turned to her and he saw the wooden box clasped in her hands, his agitation turned to naked curiosity.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “This is the last item we found when we solved the treasure hunt clues. We discovered it hidden at Hamblehurst Castle.”

      For a long moment, Alfie’s eyes remained fixed on the wooden box in Sally’s hands. His agitation had turned into curiosity and now curiosity turned into something harder to define, a conflicted mix of longing and resistance that swept across the old man’s wizened face like a sudden storm.

      “Hamblehurst Castle?” Alfie said, his voice a whisper, his eyes still on the wooden box.

      Sally nodded. “Do you want to know what we found inside this box?”

      Alfie’s eyebrows knitted together in a deep frown. “No! I mean, yes! Oh, I don’t know.”

      Sally waited. It was all she could do now. Over in the armchair, Alfie closed his eyes and blew out a breath.

      “What did you find?” he asked at last.

      Opening the box, Sally removed the creamy notepaper. “We found three handwritten letters hidden as part of the treasure hunt. This is the third.” She reached into her bag and pulled out the envelope in which she’d stored the other discoveries. “Here are the first two.”

      Sally handed the folded letters to Alfie in order. For a long beat, he simply stared at them, as if too scared to do anything more. At last, he lifted the first letter from the folded pile and, with fingers bent and wrinkled with age, opened it up.

      When he saw the handwriting, he let out a gasp. “Louise!” he whispered. “My Louise.”

      Sally watched as he read the letter, his eyes hungry as they flew across the page. By the time he reached the end, tears were rolling down his cheeks. In quick succession, he read all three letters, plus the first letter Sally had found inside the brown envelope in the box Nick had discovered in the attic. Sally rushed to the old man’s side to offer comfort as he reached the last page.

      “Oh, my beautiful Louise,” Alfie said, reading the third letter once more. “I loved her so much.”

      The ache in the old man’s voice tore a hole through Sally’s heart. “I’m sorry, Alfie. I didn’t mean to upset you like this.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I’m just overwhelmed, that’s all. These letters…” Alfie pulled a cotton handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his eyes. “I can’t tell you what this means to me, Sally. Thank you.”

      Looking into the old man’s face, Sally felt relief wash through her. When those tears began falling, she thought she’d made a terrible mistake. Now, she saw many emotions on Alfie’s face—sadness and regret, but happiness and joy, too.

      “You and Louise Flynn were in love?” Sally asked, already knowing the answer.

      Alfie nodded. “Completely in love. She made me the happiest man in the world, for a while at least. And then she died suddenly and my world fell apart. I never got over it, not entirely. Old wounds and all that.” He gave her a speculative look. “How much do you know about all this?”

      Sally took a few moments to explain what they’d unearthed while solving the mystery of the treasure hunt, starting with the first clue they’d tracked down to the allotments and ending with the conversation she’d had with Theresa Hibbert at the care home. While she spoke, Alfie listened but said nothing, waiting until she’d finished before speaking again.

      “When you were here last night, and you mentioned the house on Foxglove Street and this treasure hunt business, it came as a real shock,” Alfie said. “I suppose I didn’t do a good job of hiding my surprise, but after all these years, well, I never imagined I’d hear anything about Louise ever again. But the moment you mentioned the house where she’d lived for a while, and the treasure hunt things you’d found, it jolted me back across all those years.”

      “Would you like to tell me about her?”

      Alfie ran a hand over the handwritten letter as if it were a precious jewel. “I suppose considering how you found all these things, it’s only right that you hear the whole story. If you’re interested, that is?”

      Sally nodded. “Of course I’m interested.”

      “We only knew each other for a few months, Louise and I,” Alfie began. “I’d been a widower for many years by that point, and was in my early fifties. I assumed I’d never have someone in my life again. I’ve always been shy and tended to keep to myself. I was contented enough minding my own business, living my life by myself. And then one summer evening, I was out taking my usual stroll around Hamblehurst and I met Louise. She’d dropped a five-pound note out of her jacket pocket and I ran to catch up and return it to her. I can still remember the moment I called out to get her attention and she turned around. She just about took my breath away.”

      Sally smiled, touched by the soft look on Alfie’s face as he recounted his story.

      “I think I fell in love with her there and then,” Alfie continued. “After that, we saw one another from time to time when we were out walking in the evenings. She was working as a nurse for Theresa Hibbert, helping to care for her terminally ill husband. She’d only taken the job because she’d separated from her husband and needed a job and a place to stay.”

      Alfie’s expression turned dark. “Louise’s husband was not a nice man. He was never violent, but he made her life miserable in other ways. She was glad to be free of him at last. But after staying in an unhappy marriage because she felt she had no other choice, Louise only wanted to be free. I fell in love with her the moment I met her, but she fought what she felt for me. I understood why she did that. After years of unhappiness, the last thing she wanted was to end up in another relationship.”

      “But you asked her to marry you, anyway?”

      “I couldn’t help myself.” Alfie let out a low chuckle. “We’d only been seeing one another for a few months, and we’d kept it all top secret, what with Louise still being married and only recently separated. I knew I was risking everything by taking it too far with a marriage proposal, but I just couldn’t help myself. She swept me off my feet.”

      Alfie looked off into the distance as if recalling his memories from so long ago. “I proposed to Louise at Hamblehurst Castle. It was early October, on a bright sunny autumn day. I was doing odd jobs there, helping to clear some things from the big house. This was long before the place turned into a visitor attraction, and it was all a bit of a mess inside. The owner at the time employed a few folks, cash-in-hand, to deal with bits and pieces of work as he saw fit. So, I was there moving things around in the old rooms and Louise came to help. We liked being together, but because we were keeping our romance a secret, we didn’t spend nearly enough time together. Every second we had was precious. By that point, Theresa Hibbert’s husband had passed away and Louise was looking for another job. As she had time on her hands, she helped me finish a few jobs at the castle, including on the top floor where the owner had asked me to hang an oil painting.”

      “The one with autumn trees?” Sally asked, as the pieces began to fall into place.

      Alfie nodded. “Louise was quite taken by the painting. She loved art and was quite an artist herself, as you can see.” He gestured to the treasure map Sally had passed to him. “Once I was finished working, we strolled around the castle grounds. Maybe it was the autumn leaves and the chill in the air and the peace and quiet of the place, I don’t know. But when we reached that old oak tree just beyond the eastern side of the castle, I couldn’t stop myself. I got down on one knee and asked Louise to marry me.”

      His gaze was distant once more and Sally saw pain in his eyes.

      “I took her by surprise,” Alfie continued. “I tried to take it back, the proposal, because I knew I’d jumped the gun. She’d only just left her husband, and it would be a long while before she could divorce. Another marriage was out of the question. I thought Louise would turn me down for those reasons, which were all good ones. But instead she told me to give her some time.”

      Alfie turned the love letters over in his hands, his thoughts lost in memories of the past. “A week later, I woke one morning to find a handwritten note posted through my letterbox. When I opened it, it was from Louise.”

      Rising from his armchair, Alfie led Sally through to his bedroom, where he opened a drawer and pulled out a creamy envelope, worn with age. He removed a sheet of notepaper from inside and passed it to Sally.

      She unfolded the notepaper, which was a match to the love letters she’d discovered during the treasure hunt, and read what was written there.

      

      My dearest love,

      Tomorrow, I’ll give you the answer to the question you asked me last week beneath our beautiful oak tree. Get ready for a treasure hunt! I hope you’ll forgive the theatrics, but I thought you’d enjoy the adventure. I want to give you as much fun and laughter as you’ve given me these past months, and show you just how much you mean to me.

      Look out for another letter from me tomorrow to get things started. Don’t worry, all will be revealed!

      Yours always, L.

      

      Sally finished reading the note and folded it back into the envelope, thoughts swirling through her head.

      “Did you receive the next letter Louise mentions here?” Sally asked, already suspecting she knew the answer.

      Alfie shook his head. “Louise was killed the next day in that wretched road accident. I waited and waited, wondering why I didn’t hear anything from her. We’d kept our affair secret, and I’d never even stopped by at Mrs Hibbert’s house to speak to Louise there. Neither of us wanted any gossip or scandal. When I heard nothing from Louise, I worried she had changed her mind about what she’d planned to tell me. It was only later that day when I heard a couple of neighbours chatting out on the street about a road accident over in Dewhurst that I realised what had happened. They said the woman who’d been killed was the nurse who’d helped Mrs Hibbert and her late husband. I almost passed out when I heard the news. Quite how I made it back inside the house is a mystery.”

      “I’m so sorry, Alfie. That must have been terrible.” Sally tried to imagine it. A secret affair with a woman who was tragically killed, and Alfie only found out about her death because of a neighbour chatting in the street.

      “I was stunned,” Alfie said. “It took a long time for things to sink in. I went to the funeral and stayed at the back, out of sight. It broke my heart to see her husband mourning the woman whose life he’d made a misery, when I knew the truth of it. And it broke my heart to know we’d had so little time together, Louise and I. We should’ve spent our golden years together. Instead, we barely had one season.”

      Sally wasn’t sure how she kept the tears in check. “What a tragedy, Alfie. I’m so, so sorry.”

      Waving his hand, he steered them back out to the sitting room and sank into his armchair again. “There’s no need to get yourself upset, lass. It was all a long time ago. And although I’ll admit to being surprised by all of this treasure hunt business, it’s good to know at last what Louise had planned all those years ago. I’ve always wondered, and now you’ve helped me know the truth.”

      “I feel like I’ve reopened old wounds.”

      “No, you haven’t. You’ve helped answer questions that have troubled me for far too long. It goes without saying that I was curious about what Louise had planned, what with this talk of adventure and theatrics and a treasure hunt. She had a playful side and I loved how she shared it with me. I hoped her answer to my proposal was yes. I assumed it must be yes, considering the tone of that note she’d sent. But I never knew for sure. After she died, I had no way of finding out what she’d been up to. Now I know.”

      Alfie’s words reassured her, at least a little. Now that his tears were gone, his eyes were bright once more, almost as if a veil had lifted.

      The old man gestured to the love letters Sally had discovered. “I can explain why these letters were buried in these particular places, if you like? I don’t suppose you’ll have worked out those details by yourself.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Back then, I kept a plot at the allotments and Louise would come to see me there sometimes when she had a break from her nursing duties with Mr Hibbert. By then it was early autumn and we both knew things were becoming serious between us. I was attempting to grow pumpkins at my allotment that year, and Louise got a kick out of the strange and lovely shapes that were popping up. One afternoon, she brought soup in flasks for us to enjoy while I dealt with my allotment chores and the two of us talked. That’s what we did, for the most part. We talked. She was the soul mate I never knew I needed.”

      Alfie ran a finger over the pumpkin trinket before pointing to the hand-drawn treasure map. “So, that’s what this ‘Pumpkin Place’ reference is all about. We spent a lovely autumn afternoon sipping soup at my allotment and laughing at my attempt to grow pumpkins. We talked about the future and that was the first time we broached the idea of wanting to be together beyond the stolen hours we’d shared so far. I think we both knew it was the beginning of something very serious, even if we weren’t sure what that something would turn out to be.”

      Sally smiled at Alfie’s recollections and the soft look in his eyes as he spoke.

      “As for this Apple Cider Lane reference on the map,” Alfie continued. “I was a casual member of the Hamblehurst Gardening Club and helped with the work they did over at the kitchen garden when that new hotel opened. Louise tagged along one afternoon when we were working on the project and once everyone finished for the day, we stayed behind to enjoy a few moments together alone. We found those old forgotten apple trees and…”

      Alfie trailed off, his eyes glazing over. When he glanced back at Sally, his cheeks flushed. “Well, we spent time together. Enough said.”

      Laughing softly, Sally squeezed the old man’s hand. “It sounds like a love affair for the ages.”

      “That it was, lass. If Louise had lived, I imagine we’d be very happy together right now, shambling around this house like a couple of old fools and still very much in love. For a long time, I was bitter about finding someone who I fell in love with instantly, only to lose her after only a few months together. I’d already lost my wife and now I’d lost Louise, too. It was so cruel. But raging about it changed nothing. Eventually, I found a way to be glad about the time we had, rather than angry about the time we lost.”

      “I think that’s admirable, Alfie, but it can’t have been easy.”

      Alfie gave a shrug. “No one is ever guaranteed an easy life. Perhaps that’s for the best.”

      For the next fifteen minutes, Alfie reminisced about Louise Flynn, sharing his memories of her and the short time they’d spent together. As she listened, Sally realised how hard it must have been for Alfie to lose the woman he loved and yet have no one he could talk to about it. With every memory he shared, he seemed to grow lighter.

      “I’ve enjoyed talking with you about Louise, even if it’s also been a little painful,” Alfie said as he gathered up the love letters and treasure hunt trinkets. “Is it okay if I keep these things?”

      “Alfie, those belong to you. Of course you can keep them.”

      Reaching over, she lifted the leaf-decorated tie pin from the wooden box. When Alfie gave a nod of acknowledgement, she attached the pin to his cardigan.

      “Louise would have wanted you to wear this lovely pin she found for you,” Sally said.

      “Yes, I think she would.” Alfie patted at the tie pin before running a stubby finger over the three treasure hunt trinkets, looking at the items with reverence. “Thank you for finding these things, Sally. And thank you for bringing them to me. You’ve made an old man very happy.”

      Emotion bubbled up and caught in Sally’s throat. “You’re welcome, Alfie.”

      Understanding that Alfie wanted time alone now with his memories and his letters from his lost love, Sally rose to leave.

      “Before you go, can I ask you something?” Alfie asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Do you think Theresa Hibbert would mind if I visited her at the care home and asked what she remembers about Louise?”

      Sally smiled. “I think she’d love it, Alfie.”

      “It would be good to talk to someone about Louise, someone who knew her. If I’d had any guts, I would’ve gone to Theresa after Louise died, but… well, what was I going to do? Ring her doorbell and say, ‘Hello, I was having a secret affair with your nurse lodger and I’m heartbroken she died and hope you can help me feel better.’ After everything the woman had gone through losing her own husband, that was the last thing she needed.”

      “I’m sure Theresa would love to speak to you, Alfie. For what it’s worth, she suspected Louise was seeing someone when she lived at her house, but never thought it was her place to ask. You’ll both have a lot to talk about.”

      Alfie nodded, seemingly encouraged by her response. “Well, in that case, I’ll see about getting myself over there during visiting hours.”

      “I’ll arrange a lift over there for you, Alfie.”

      “I don’t want to put you to any trouble.”

      “You’re not. I’d be honoured.”

      “Thank you. You’re a good lass, helping an old man like me.” He waved the bundle of love letters in the air. “And thank you again for these.”

      Sally squeezed his arm and smiled. “Those letters were meant to find their way to you. I’m just glad I was there to help.”

      After saying goodbye, Sally left Alfie Hill to his memories of the woman he’d loved and lost. They were sure to be bittersweet. Alfie was right when he’d said life could be cruel. And yet, as he’d proven this afternoon, it could also be filled with a strange sort of grace. Reading Louise’s letters had awakened old hurts for Alfie, but it has also answered questions that had lingered for far too long.

      Sally was glad she’d persevered with the treasure hunt, even although it had seemed mad every step of the way. She’d helped a sweet old man know for certain that the woman he’d fallen for all those years ago had wanted to spend her life with him. It wasn’t what she’d expected when she started the treasure hunt, but now that it was over she felt happy and melancholy, too. Considering what she’d just learned from Alfie Hill, it would be impossible to feel anything other than a mix of emotions about all that had happened during those long ago autumn days.

      Out on the street, Sally paused for a moment, wondering what to do next. After the flurry of activity and time spent deciphering the treasure hunt clues, she suddenly felt directionless.

      Sally laughed at the notion. With work remaining to be done over at the local history museum for the autumn exhibition due to start in a matter of days, she had plenty to keep her busy. Add in a work shift starting later that afternoon, plus an early morning shift first thing tomorrow, and she could dismiss the idea of having nothing to do as the fiction it was.

      As she made her way to the history museum, eager to log a few hours of work before her afternoon shift began, Sally realised something. With the treasure hunt solved, she might not see as much of Nick as she had these past few days. The mysterious treasure map Nick had found in the attic of the Foxglove Street house had thrown them together in more ways than one.

      What would happen now between them?

      Considering how much they’d enjoyed each other’s company lately, Sally hoped they’d continue seeing each other. When she thought of the kisses they’d shared while unearthing each of the treasure hunt clues, her mind went fuzzy and she knew she wanted more—more of Nick, more of his time, more of his kisses.

      But his reaction at Hamblehurst Castle earlier made her wonder if he felt the same way. Had she spooked him when she’d made that silly comment about wanting to kiss him forever? The man had made no secret of his lack of interest in commitment, and Sally hated the idea that she’d scared him off with a throwaway comment made in the heat of the moment.

      Pulling her phone from her bag, she called Nick’s number, hoping to straighten things out. But the call went straight to the answer service. She left a quick message, saying she’d chat to him later and fill him in on what she’d learned from Alfie Hill and how the treasure hunt had wrapped up, and adding that she was sorry Nick wasn’t there when Alfie had explained how the final pieces of the story fell into place.

      Considering the time they’d invested together to solve the mystery, it would have been nice for him to be there at the end. But Nick Maxwell was a busy man with a business that required lots of his time and attention, and she’d already taken up enough of both these things during the past few days.

      They’d catch up soon enough, Sally told herself as she crossed the market square towards the history museum.

      After the strange and lovely adventure they’d shared, surely there was more still to come between them?
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      Nick finished hanging the new internal door in the upstairs bathroom of the Foxglove Street renovation house just as his phone rang. Glancing at the screen, he saw the call was from Sally.

      He paused for a long moment with the phone in his hand, debating whether to accept the call. After dropping Sally off at Alfie Hill’s house the day before, work had kept him too busy to chat. With the Foxglove Street renovations in full swing, he’d been glad of the excuse to delay returning Sally’s answer message, settling instead for a breezy text message and promising to catch up soon.

      Avoiding talking to Sally was nothing more than simple cowardice. Nick knew that only too well. But those words Sally had murmured when they’d been locked in one another’s arms inside that tiny room at the top of Hamblehurst Castle were still ringing in his ears.

      I could kiss you forever, Nick.

      Those words had knocked him out of his senses.

      Forever.

      Nick wasn’t a stupid man. He understood Sally hadn’t really meant it. They’d been caught up in the passion of the moment, and what she’d said was a sweet compliment, not an actual suggestion.

      She wasn’t suggesting they spend forever together. After only a few days in one another’s company, that would be ludicrous.

      So why had Nick’s head instantly filled with ideas about what it would be like to spend forever with her?

      Because he was falling for her, that’s why. And that realisation scared him to death.

      “Aren’t you going to answer that?”

      Nick glanced up from the phone still ringing in his hand and saw his daughter, Beth, standing in the hallway. She’d told him she planned to drop by after school was finished for the day to see how the Foxglove Street renovation was going. The rest of his work crew had finished over an hour ago, and Nick had lost track of time while he immersed himself in the project tasks still waiting to be tackled.

      “Dad, you’d better answer your phone!” Beth said, laughing now but with a baffled look on her face as Nick just stood there, staring at the phone as if it might grow a set of sharp teeth and bite him.

      Any second now, the phone would flip through to the answer service. Nick’s finger hovered over the screen.

      Sally deserved better than to be given the brush-off by a fool like him. And when she called up to speak to him, the least he could do was give her the courtesy of answering the phone.

      He flicked the screen to take the call and held a finger up to Beth to let her know he’d just be a minute, before pushing closed the newly hung bathroom door to give himself some privacy.

      “Hi, Sally,” Nick said. “How are you?”

      “I’m good, Nick. I’m not catching you at a bad time, am I?”

      “I was finishing some joinery work at the renovation house, but I’ve got time to chat. Sorry I haven’t been in touch already. We’re in a rush to finish parts of the project so we don’t hold up the trades we’ve booked over the next few days.”

      “I know how busy you are, Nick. I just wanted to say hi and let you know how things turned out when I spoke to Alfie Hill yesterday after we found the third treasure hunt clue.”

      “Sure, how did it go?”

      Nick listened while Sally summarised the conversation she’d had with the old man. Listening to her talk about the doomed love affair between Alfie Hill and Louise Flynn, Nick realised how poignant the whole endeavour had turned out to be. What began as a bit of mysterious fun involving a few old scraps found hidden in a dusty attic had eventually helped an old man find answers to important questions, answers he’d thought he’d never find.

      It was clear from how Sally talked that the whole treasure hunt adventure had affected her deeply, too.

      “You did a good thing, Sally,” Nick said when she concluded her update.

      “I was worried I might reopen old wounds for poor Alfie,” she replied. “But he seemed sincere when he said he was glad to have those love letters at long last. What happened to him and Louise is incredibly sad, but at least he knows for sure that she wanted to be with him. I’m glad he has some answers and, perhaps, some closure, too.”

      “I’m glad, too.”

      “Thanks for helping me get to the bottom of the mystery, Nick. While the story behind the treasure hunt is rather sad and tragic, I still enjoyed all the fun we had together solving the clues and puzzling it all out.”

      “Me too.”

      “I was sorry you had to rush off to work yesterday, just as we’d reached the end of the adventure. Perhaps we ought to get together and celebrate unpicking the treasure hunt mystery and getting those love letters into the hands of their rightful owner? Shall we have a drink sometime soon?”

      “Um…”

      Nick imagined meeting up with Sally, sharing a drink in the pub, and maybe having dinner somewhere. It might be just a celebratory drink following their odd little adventure together, but where would it lead? What would come next?

      Nick already knew what would come next.

      He’d fall for Sally. He was already falling for her.

      I could kiss you forever, Nick.

      Nick could imagine falling into forever with a woman like Sally. It would be bliss.

      And it would be dangerous.

      After his last three disastrous romantic entanglements, Nick couldn’t stomach adding yet another catastrophe to his relationship ledger. Just because things started well didn’t mean they’d end well. The last few wonderful days spent in Sally’s company couldn’t cloud his judgement about what he wanted for the future.

      He wanted simple. He wanted easy. He wanted a life free from heartache and disappointment and relationship failure.

      Nick knew what he had to do. He had to nip this thing in the bud before his heart overruled his head.

      “Nick, are you still there?” Sally asked down the phone.

      “I’m still here.”

      “So, about that drink? What do you say?”

      “Uh, things are busy this week with the house renovations. Can we hang off until later?”

      “Oh, sure, of course.”

      An awkward silence filled the line. Nick could’ve kicked himself. Why wasn’t he being straight with her? Why was he fobbing her off instead of just telling her he didn’t want to get involved?

      Because he did want to get involved. That’s why this was so hard.

      “Sally, I ought to get back to work,” Nick said. “We’ll catch up soon, yeah?”

      “I’ll look forward to it.”

      “Bye, Sally.”

      “Bye, Nick.”

      Exhaling a long breath, Nick hung up. When he opened the bathroom door, he found Beth on the other side of the hallway, leaning against the stair banister with her arms folded and an unimpressed look on her face.

      “What did you do that for?” Beth demanded.

      “What?”

      “You completely blew her off!”

      “No I didn’t.” Nick frowned. “Why were you eavesdropping on my phone conversation, anyway?”

      “I didn’t plan to, but I couldn’t help get the gist of it in this empty house. And when I heard you say the name Sally, my inner nosy parker perked up. I thought you liked this woman?”

      Sighing, Nick began tidying tools back into the toolbox on the bathroom floor. “We’re just friends.”

      “Come on, Dad. The other night when you mentioned Sally to me, it was obvious you couldn’t wait to spend time with her. What’s going on?”

      “I just think it’s for the best not to take it any further.”

      “Judging by the unhappy look on your face, that isn’t what you think at all. If you like her, why aren’t you going out for a drink with her? That’s what she asked you, right?”

      “Beth, considering my track record with women these past few years, I think I can be trusted to know when it’s time to cut my losses.”

      “So why do you look so miserable about it?”

      Nick dropped a screwdriver into the toolbox and sighed. “Sally is a fantastic woman. We’ve had a lot of fun together since we met. But I’m not prepared to get involved again, not when it keeps ending in disaster.”

      “You can’t keep thinking like that, Dad.” A wry grin lifted Beth’s expression. “And in case you didn’t already know this, you don’t have to marry every woman you get involved with.”

      Nick laughed, relieved at the injection of humour into the moment.

      “I know you’re only looking out for me, Beth. I appreciate it. But…”

      “But what?”

      Nick studied his daughter’s face, wondering if he ought to tell her what he was really thinking.

      “Beth, you know your mother was the sun, moon, and stars in my life, don’t you?”

      The unexpected segue seemed to catch Beth by surprise. “Yes, of course I know that.”

      “I loved the women I married after your mother died. That goes without saying. But I never loved them the way I loved your mother.”

      “We feel different kinds of love for different people. One type of romantic love isn’t better or worse than another. It’s just different.”

      Nick nodded. “I fell for your mother the moment I met her, Beth. Head over heels. I know what that kind of love feels like… which is why I’m terrified to discover it’s happening again.”

      Beth blinked as realisation dawned and a huge smile spread across her face. “Really? You feel that way about Sally? Already?”

      “God help me, but yes, that’s how I feel.”

      “So why on earth are you pushing her away?”

      “Because if this goes the same way as my other romantic disasters, I’d hate myself. Sally deserves better than that.”

      Beth rolled her eyes. “And people say my generation overthinks things too much. Dad, please see sense on this. If you feel something for Sally, don’t push her away. That’s madness. Complete and utter madness. You deserve to be happy. You deserve to find someone who can make you as happy as mum did.”

      Sighing, Nick closed the toolbox and glanced again at his handiwork with the bathroom door he’d hung. “I don’t think I’ve got the guts to risk it all again, to risk the chance of making a mistake and getting it all wrong. Maybe I should just stick to what I’m good at, renovating houses and making a tidy profit and being happy with my lot in life.”

      “What a lovely lukewarm philosophy.” Beth rolled her eyes. “If I ask you a question, will you answer it honestly?”

      “Sure.”

      “Imagine you never see Sally again for the rest of your life. How does that make you feel?”

      Beth’s question caught Nick hard in the chest, almost as hard as those words Sally had murmured in his ear only yesterday.

      I could kiss you forever, Nick.

      He imagined never seeing Sally again.

      He imagined never kissing her again. Never holding her in his arms. Never knowing what might have grown between them because he refused to trust his heart.

      “That’s a hard question to answer, Beth,” Nick said.

      Across the hallway landing, Beth arched an eyebrow. “Is it? Well doesn’t that tell you something important?”

      “You’re too smart for your own good.”

      “Well, I already know that.” Beth walked across the hallway landing and hooked her arm into Nick’s. “Come on, give me the tour of this place and bring me up to date on all the big changes you’ve made. Then, once you’ve bored me senseless with all your renovation talk, you can buy me dinner and tell me more about this Sally woman and what you’re going to do to keep her in your life.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got this all figured out.”

      “Of course I do. Like you said, Dad, I’m too smart for my own good.”
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      Dinner and conversation with Beth was perfect, just like dinner and conversation with his wonderful daughter always was, but after dropping her off at her flat at the end of the evening, Nick’s thoughts were still as muddled as they’d been before. Beth made no secret of her continued desire to see him find a woman who could make him happy, and over dessert had even threatened to pair him off on another blind date unless he sorted things out with Sally.

      Despite this motivation, Nick’s doubts remained. He felt something for Sally, more than something. But his track record these last few years left him terrified of making the same mistakes all over again.

      He thought of Helen, his second wife, a woman who’d betrayed him from the moment they were married. He thought of Lucy, wife number three, who’d treated him like a cash machine. He’d loved both women, not the way he’d loved Amanda, but yes, he’d loved them, loved them enough to marry them, and yet both marriages had ended in complete disaster.

      He thought, too, of Tracy, and their wedding that never was. They’d shared a deep and comforting friendship before romance bloomed, and in the aftermath of their cancelled engagement, the thing Nick most regretted was the loss of that friendship. Even now, all these years later, he still missed the easy companionship he’d enjoyed with her, the laughter and shared sense of humour. When they called off their wedding, that companionship vanished.

      All three failed relationships had left scars. The older he got, the longer those wounds took to heal. Nick was fifty-nine years old, and figured if he couldn’t learn from his mistakes at this age, there was no hope left for him.

      Learning from those mistakes meant walking away from Sally.

      Didn’t it?

      He wished he knew the answer to that question for sure.

      To stop his mind from spinning, Nick buried himself in work, overseeing every aspect of the Foxglove Street renovation. If he lingered on the street as he got in and out of his work van at the start and end of the day, glancing along to where Sally’s house lay further around the curve of the road, he told himself it was only natural to think of her, after the strange few days they’d spent together working on the treasure hunt.

      And if he responded to her occasional text messages with no more than a quick if polite reply, then he reminded himself it was for the best to hold back.

      They could be friends if they kept it simple.

      They could be friends if they kept it easy.

      They could be friends if they kept their distance.

      Nick told himself these things.

      And he almost believed them, too.
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      Late the following Saturday afternoon, Sally surveyed the scene at the Hamblehurst local history museum, taking in the decimated snack plates and donation buckets filled to the brim with coins, and reflected on a job well done.

      The autumn exhibition was over, and the event had gone off without a hitch and to much appreciation from everyone who turned up to enjoy the historical displays and learn more about Hamblehurst of yesteryear. The exhibits into which the volunteers had put so much work sparked plenty of conversation and reminiscences, and Sally was glad they’d gone the extra mile sourcing old photographs and memorabilia to share. Everyone agreed it was one of the best autumn exhibitions held in years. When the other museum volunteers had gathered around at the end of the day to applaud Sally’s efforts and thank her for stepping in at the last minute to make sure the exhibition could still take place, she was left blushing from head to toe.

      “You deserve all that praise and more,” Olive Nimmo said to Sally as the last visitor departed the museum. “The exhibition wouldn’t have happened if it wasn’t for you, Sally.”

      “We would’ve muddled through whether or not I took charge,” Sally insisted.

      “You’re much too modest,” Olive replied.

      “Maybe you should consider a career in event management, Mum,” said Jess, who was clearing up paper plates and leftover nibbles from the refreshment table.

      “Maybe I should consider a glass of cold white wine and a hot bath after all this work,” Sally laughed. “That sounds more my speed.”

      Jess had gone above and beyond helping out with the exhibition refreshments, and Sally was thankful for her daughter’s help. Jess had even persuaded her employer at the ice cream parlour, Bill Evans, to donate several platters of bite-sized mini desserts to the event, which had gone down well with the visitors. There was barely a morsel left on the refreshment table, which at least meant there was less clearing up to take care of.

      Once the other volunteers had dealt with the most urgent tidying-up tasks, Sally told everyone that the rest of the work could wait until Monday. After putting in so much effort to hold the event and make their visitors feel welcome, Sally thought everyone deserved to go home and enjoy their Saturday night.

      As the handful of volunteers departed, Olive fetched her coat from the back office, Jess finished filling one more bin bag with refreshment rubbish, and Sally stored the money from the donation cans in the museum safe where it would remain until someone found time to do a bank run on Monday morning.

      “I’m relieved these display boards remained upright throughout the exhibition,” Olive said, nodding to the boards spread out around the museum space as she pulled on her coat. “After having one fall on me the other week, I worried whether a visitor might find themselves at the mercy of the wobbly things.”

      “Nick did a good job making them all nice and secure for us,” Sally said.

      “Perhaps you ought to thank him again on our behalf for his help,” Olive said.

      Sally didn’t reply as she grabbed her bag from behind the museum counter. At her silence, Olive and Jess exchanged a look.

      “Aren’t you and Nick Maxwell turning into something of an item?” Olive asked.

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “But I thought you had spent time together after he brought some historical things to the museum?” Jess said.

      “We touched base a few times, but it was nothing more than that.”

      Sally gave an easy shrug as she flicked off the museum lights. She didn’t want to get into a conversation about Nick Maxwell right now, or think about why she hadn’t received anything more than the occasional brief text message from him in so many days. While she wanted to shrug off his lack of contact, she was also sorry things seemed to have petered out between them.

      She was more than sorry, actually. She missed him, which was ludicrous, considering they’d spent only a few days in each other’s company. Perhaps after her mad obsession with the treasure hunt mystery, the man had run for the hills before things got any more serious between them. Considering the crazy escapade on which she’d led him, she could hardly blame him for steering clear.

      She also couldn’t rule out the theory that those silly words she’d uttered at Hamblehurst Castle had frightened the life out of the man.

      I could kiss you forever, Nick.

      Good grief, what had she been thinking? Well, she hadn’t been thinking, that was the problem. Nick’s wonderful kiss had scrambled her brains and left her babbling nonsense at him.

      Except it wasn’t really nonsense. She loved kissing him, loved being in his arms, loved being in his company. During every moment they’d spent together over those crazy days of the treasure hunt, Sally had felt happier than she had in a long time, felt more alive and vibrant and filled with a passion she thought had gone forever.

      Realising that things would go no further between them left her sad and bereft and ridiculously lonely. Considering the successful afternoon she’d just helped pull off at the local history museum, that’s not how she ought to be feeling.

      Determined to remain cheerful, Sally pushed thoughts of Nick further from her mind and turned to Olive and Jess, waiting for her outside the museum.

      “Well, I’m looking forward to that glass of wine I promised myself,” Sally said, locking the museum doors. “Would you two like to pop round and help me demolish the bottle I have chilling in the fridge?”

      “Sorry, Mum, I can’t,” Jess said. “I’ve got an assignment due for my college course next week and I promised myself I’d make some progress tonight once we’d finished here at the museum exhibition.”

      “And I’m afraid I’ll have to pass, too,” Olive said. “I’m meeting a few of my lady friends for a meal and then I’m doing a video-chat thingy later tonight with my daughter Gillian over in Toronto.”

      “Fair enough. Well, that leaves more wine for me and I’m not about to complain about that,” Sally laughed.

      They all went their separate ways once they crossed the market square. Olive headed off down the high street to the cosy pub where she was due to meet her friends for dinner, waving goodbye as she hurried away. Jess embraced her mother before leaving.

      “Well done, Mum,” Jess smiled. “You did a great job for the museum. I hope you’re proud of yourself. And don’t be surprised if they chat you up to take charge of things at the museum now that there’s a vacancy on the committee.”

      “Believe me when I say that is the last thing I want,” Sally laughed. “I’ve done my bit and now I’m happy for someone else to step up and take over. I’m officially retired from being in charge.”

      “If you say so,” Jess laughed, and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “See you soon, Mum.”

      Jess walked off towards the little flat she rented a few minutes’ walk away, and Sally turned for home. With the autumn exhibition work now behind her, she was looking forward to having more free time on her hands again. Between the exhibition tasks and the treasure hunt activity, her days had been packed lately.

      As she walked along Foxglove Street, she couldn’t help but glance towards the house Nick Maxwell was renovating. The place looked deserted, which wasn’t surprising considering it was late afternoon on a Saturday, but she wondered if he might be somewhere inside the lovely old house, tinkering with the renovation project. Knowing his love for his work, she wouldn’t be surprised if he was in there, getting on with his tasks.

      There was no sign of his work van or car on the street, though. If he wasn’t working at the renovation house, she wondered what he was up to on this Saturday evening.

      And just why was she wondering about that? The man had barely been in touch for days, and that spoke volumes. They’d had some fun together while immersed in the mystery of the long-forgotten treasure hunt map, but it had been nothing more than that.

      Just some fun.

      Fun that was over before it had even got started.

      So why did she miss Nick so much? Why did she think about him all the time? Why did she pine for those silly sweet moments they’d spent chasing after those treasure hunt clues and getting caught up each other’s lives?

      “Because you’re a daft old mare, that’s why,” Sally muttered to herself as she fished her house keys from her bag and pushed through the garden gate.

      There was no point pining for something that never was. What was done was done.

      On either side of the doorstep, the colourful autumn pansies she’d planted a few weekends ago were still going strong. The hot orange flowers tumbled from the bright blue pots, bringing cheer and joy. Sally could use both those things just then as she contemplated a quiet night alone at home.

      At least there was that bottle of white wine waiting in the fridge.

      She was almost at the front door when she noticed something odd on the bottom step beside one of the blue plant pots.

      Tucked beside the plant pot there was a miniature pumpkin, its orange skin freckled with green spots and with a brown label tied with twine to the stocky stem.

      Baffled, Sally leaned down and picked up the small pumpkin. Something was written on the brown label.

      Your autumn treasure hunt starts here.

      Astonished, Sally blinked at the brown label as her heart raced. Who had left this pumpkin on her front step?

      Was it Nick?

      She flipped over the brown label and saw more writing on the reverse side.

      Clue number one: take a stroll along Foxglove Street to the house where this all began.

      Now her heart was hammering inside her chest and her hands were shaking with excitement. Whatever was going on here, Nick had to be behind it, surely?

      A bright bolt of joy surged through her at this idea.

      Laughing, she set the pumpkin back down beside the plant pots and retraced her steps to the street. With every step she took along Foxglove Street, her excitement rose and she couldn’t keep a smile from spreading across her face. She probably looked like a grinning idiot, marching along the pavement, but she didn’t care. A soft evening breeze blew along the street, tumbling fallen autumn leaves around her feet.

      Another treasure hunt. Another mystery. Another chance with Nick?

      She hoped so. She so desperately hoped so.

      When she reached the house Nick was renovating further along Foxglove Street, there was still no sign of his vehicle, but the front door of the property was now ajar. On the top step Sally saw another small pumpkin, this one yellow-skinned and flecked with orange spots across its surface. Hurrying into the front garden and along the path, Sally picked up the sturdy little pumpkin and found another brown label attached to the stem.

      She read the label, running her fingers across the cardboard, her heart now racing so hard it was clattering inside her chest.

      You’ve given me autumn memories I’ll never forget. I’d like to return the favour.

      Sally flipped the label over and read the words written on the other side.

      Clue number two: Come inside and follow the lights.

      Setting the pumpkin back down on the step, Sally pushed the front door open and stepped inside. Her breath caught when she saw a trail of tealights flickering inside coloured glass holders laid out across the floor and winding a path towards a door at the other end of the hallway. The polished wood flooring glowed in the candlelight and the air smelled of fresh paint and wood shavings.

      Sally followed the trail of tealights to the door where she found a third miniature pumpkin, this one a soft apricot colour sprinkled with green and brown dots across the skin. She picked it up and read the brown label attached.

      I could kiss you forever, Sally.

      Her heart skittered at the words and she let out a rumble of warm laughter. Turning over the brown label, she read the last clue.

      Clue number three: Push open the door… an autumn feast awaits.

      With a trembling hand, she opened the hallway door. Standing on the other side of it was Nick, and the sight of him had Sally’s eyes flying wide in delight and joy.

      He wore a smart jacket and dark shirt, and jeans that hugged his muscular thighs. In the dim early evening light, his eyes sparkled and a smile lifted his lips as Sally walked into the room.

      “You made it,” Nick said.

      “I made it,” Sally replied, her voice tiny with astonishment.

      Nick walked across the room and removed the pumpkin from her hands. She hadn’t even realised she was still holding it. Taking her hand into his, he held her gaze as he lifted her palm to his lips and kissed her fingers. Sally almost melted from the tenderness of the gesture and the intense look in his eyes.

      “Thank you for following the clues and finding your way here,” Nick said.

      “What is all this?” Sally asked, looking around the space.

      The room was a large kitchen-diner, unfinished but no less beautiful because of it. There were a few cupboard doors missing, gaps where appliances were yet to be installed, and bare cables in the ceiling where light fittings would go, but Sally could see how beautiful the kitchen would look once it was completed.

      Candlelight flickered on the counters and soft music played from a small speaker set up beside the range cooker. In the dining space there were bare floorboards and unfinished plastering work on the walls, but there was also a small table and two chairs in the middle of the room. An autumn-themed table cover was spread across the top and there were place settings for two, along with wine and stemware that sparkled in the reflected light of the candles flickering on the table.

      The romance of the space—with the candlelight and the wine and the dinner setting—was almost too pretty to look at. Sally turned back to Nick and saw the uncertain expression on his face.

      “I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, Sally,” Nick said, still holding her hand in his. “One of the biggest mistakes I’ve made lately is trying to walk away from you.”

      Sally searched his gaze and saw the trouble in his eyes. “Why did you try to walk away? I thought we were friends.”

      “We are friends. But I want more and that scares me, because I’ve had too much terrible luck these past few years when it comes to relationships. But what scares me more is the idea of not getting to know you better. Not getting to spend time with you. Not getting to do this ever again.”

      He stepped closer and pulled her into a soft kiss that almost caused her to melt into a puddle at his feet. When he brushed a last kiss across her mouth and she opened her eyes, the entire room was a whirling mix of candlelight and sweet joy.

      “I don’t know what this is yet,” Nick said. “This thing between us, I don’t know what it is. But I know what I hope it is and I know I’ll regret it for the rest of my life if I don’t find out.”

      Sally let his words sink in. It took her a long moment to find her voice.

      “You really know how to sweep a girl off her feet, Nick.”

      With a soft laugh, he kissed her again, sending her world spinning once more.

      “I tried to convince myself that all I wanted was my work, my renovation projects, my life to myself,” Nick said. “Last night I was working here late, checking progress, thinking about where the project was ahead and where it was behind, what we’d have to finish next week, what supplies I still needed to order. And I had this sudden vision of that being my life from here on out. Me working, me planning, me buying properties and renovating them before moving on to the next one. I realised that as much as I love my work, it isn’t enough. It used to be. Until I met you.”

      “Nick, I…”

      Sally didn’t know what she wanted to say. The words disappeared before she could grab onto them. Instead, she pulled Nick close once more and kissed him, savouring the sensation of his arms holding her close, and sighing at the spicy scent of his aftershave, the tough skin of his fingers as they grazed her cheek.

      “The time we spent running around on that treasure hunt meant more to me than you could know,” Nick said. “You reminded me what it means to be spontaneous and to live in the moment. You took me on an adventure and now I want more.”

      “I can’t promise any more treasure hunts or daily expeditions into the unknown,” Sally laughed and gestured to the romantic table for two. “But it looks like you have some ideas of your own, anyway.”

      “You don’t mind the unfinished room?”

      “I love it. And I can see how wonderful it will be once it’s completed.”

      Nick glanced towards the dining area. “I never get to experience the houses I renovate. I thought it might be time to change that, which is why I set this up in here.” A thoughtful look crossed his face as he looked around the room. “Actually, the more time I spend in this house, the less sure I am about selling it.”

      “Really? You think you might want to live here yourself?”

      Nick turned towards her, his gaze scanning her face. “Maybe. What would you think about us being Foxglove Street neighbours?”

      “I think I’d like it very much,” Sally said as a smile spread across her face.

      “In the meantime, can I interest you in dinner and wine?”

      “You absolutely can. What are we having?”

      “Well, I’d love to say I cooked something for you myself, but I’d be lying,” Nick said with a wry grin. “There’s a problem with the range cooker and my installer can’t figure out how to fix it, so I’ve got a meal delivery arriving any time now to save the day.”

      “Perfect. You can cook for me some other time instead.”

      “It would be my pleasure.”

      Nick lifted her hand again and kissed her fingers. It had been too long since she’d felt so thoroughly swept away on account of a romantic gesture. Sally realised she could get used to this.

      “Shall we?” Nick said and gestured to the candlelit table.

      With a smile, Sally followed him across the room, her heart filled with excitement about the evening ahead.

      And whatever else might follow afterwards.
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      On a brisk Friday afternoon in late November, Sally locked her front door, hitched her overnight bag over her shoulder, and walked to the pavement to wait for Nick to come and pick her up. A few moments ago he’d sent a text message to say he was on his way and she expected to see his car appear any minute now.

      He was only coming from the other end of Foxglove Street, after all. Three weeks ago, he’d moved into the house he’d spent the autumn renovating and had already accepted an offer on his old house on the other side of Hamblehurst. It was little wonder Nick had been unable to part with the renovation property. After all the work he’d put into it, the house was now one of the loveliest residences on the entire street, even more so since the landscapers overhauled the front garden and restored it to its former glory. From the moment he’d completed the internal renovations, Nick had known he wanted to keep the house for himself.

      Sally was touched when he’d asked if she was sure she didn’t mind him moving onto her street. Their relationship was still so new, and he’d assured he that the last thing he wanted was to jeopardise it by coming to live so close to her.

      But Sally had no problem with Nick’s proximity. In fact, she rather enjoyed knowing he was only a few minutes’ walk away. Considering how much time they’d spent together since Nick surprised her with his own bespoke autumn treasure hunt followed by the candlelit dinner and wine over which they’d lingered long into the night, Sally was glad they lived close to each other. It made popping in and out of one another’s houses easier… and a lot more fun, too.

      So much had happened between them in such a short space of time. Sally hadn’t expected to find a soul mate at this point in her life, but that’s just what had happened. When they weren’t working, they spent most of their spare time together, and the autumn weeks they’d shared so far were amongst the happiest Sally could remember. They ate out together and cooked meals at home, enjoyed long walks and trips to the coast, visited the theatre and went to music concerts, but most of all they just enjoyed being together.

      Nick’s daughter Beth and Sally’s daughter Jess had already become friends, and it thrilled Sally to know their girls had hit it off straight away. In fact, their new relationship was becoming something of a family affair. Just the other night, Sally and Nick had enjoyed dinner with Trevor and Lorna, and the two men had bonded while swapping DIY tips. Lorna had claimed all credit for the budding relationship between Nick and Sally, claiming that if she hadn’t set Sally up on the disastrous blind date with Wilfred Carson, she and Nick would never have ended up together.

      Sally was happy to let Lorna believe this story. But she knew, and Nick knew, that what had brought them together was the long-forgotten treasure hunt laid out all those years ago by Louise Flynn during her short-lived love affair with Alfie Hill. If it hadn’t been for that, and Sally’s determination to solve the mystery of the treasure map, then her relationship with Nick might never have begun.

      Whenever she thought about what had happened to poor Louise and the pain Alfie had gone through when she died, Sally ached inside. Yet while Nick’s discovery of the treasure hunt map had resulted in many bittersweet discoveries and painful memories, it had also resulted in big changes in Alfie Hill’s life, too.

      A week after Alfie shared the story with Sally about his secret affair with Louise Flynn, Sally had taken him to visit Theresa Hibbert at the care home, where they’d spent a long afternoon reminiscing about Alfie’s lost love. Sally knew the conversation had been cathartic for Alfie and that he’d loved talking with someone who’d known Louise and remembered who she was and the sort of woman she’d been.

      Alfie’s visit to the care home had sparked another development, too. Impressed by the community he saw there when he visited Theresa, Alfie had made inquiries about moving there himself. After so long spent living alone, and with his care needs increasing, Alfie told Sally he wanted to make a move while he could still choose to, rather than have the decision forced upon him.

      The old man would move into the care home after Christmas and take his part in the lovely community there. Sally couldn’t be happier for Alfie and had already promised to be a regular visitor once he was settled in his new home, assuming he had time for her. With all the new friends he’d already made over there, Sally suspected he wouldn’t be short of company.

      That all these changes in her own life, and in the lives of others, had come from the chance discovery of that old hand-drawn map in a forgotten box in a dusty attic still left Sally feeling more than a little astonished.

      Life really could be so surprising sometimes—surprising and lovely and wonderful.

      Sally was pulled from her thoughts by the sight of Nick’s car approaching from the other end of Foxglove Street. Coming to a stop at the side of the kerb, he got out from behind the wheel and brushed a kiss across Sally’s cheek.

      “All set for our weekend away?” he asked, giving her a smile that made her light up inside.

      “All set. I can’t wait.”

      Nick took her overnight bag from her and placed it the boot of the car.

      “Ooh, are you off somewhere nice?”

      Sally turned at the voice and saw Olive Nimmo walking along the pavement towards them. At her side was the little dog Olive regularly walked for her next-door neighbour, and she was also in the company of a young woman Sally didn’t recognise.

      Sally leaned down to give Elsa, the scruffy terrier mix, a head scratch which had the dog leaning in for more.

      “We’re off to enjoy a weekend break at a lovely country hotel over in Dorset,” Sally told Olive.

      “Well, that sounds wonderful,” she replied. “I hope you have a fantastic time. It’s so nice to see you both looking happy together.”

      “Thank you, Olive.”

      As Nick joined her on the pavement after stowing her overnight bag, his phone rang. “I’d better answer this,” he said. “Ed promised to update me on progress at the new property renovation before I left for the weekend.”

      With an apologetic wave, Nick stepped away to take the call. Sally gave Elsa one last good head scratch before her gaze travelled to the young woman at Olive’s side.

      “Sally, I don’t think you know my young friend, Carrie Dixon,” Olive said.

      “Nice to meet you, Carrie.”

      “You too.” The young woman gave Sally a bright smile as she tucked a long lock of red hair back inside her woollen hat.

      “Carrie is housesitting for her friend who is working abroad,” Olive said. “Carrie and I were chatting just now about the Foxglove Street Christmas Lights extravaganza, and although she’s only a temporary resident here, she says she’s happy to do her bit.”

      “Gosh, is it that time already?” Sally realised with a start that December was only a few days away. She’d been so lost in Nick and their whirlwind autumn romance that the weeks had slipped away in a sweet and lovely blur.

      “Are you planning on putting some Christmas lights in your front garden this year, Sally?” Olive asked.

      “As soon as I get back from my weekend break, I’ll dig out a few things from the loft and see what’s what.”

      “Lovely,” Olive said.

      “This is such a pretty street,” Carrie smiled as she glanced around at the nearby houses. “I can’t wait to see how it will look lit up with Christmas lights.”

      “We do like to put on a bit of a festive show,” Sally said. “It’s nice that most people pitch in to make things feel special.”

      “I was thinking we ought to organise a Christmas meet-and-greet on the street,” Olive said. “Nothing fancy, just a few hours one afternoon where we all make a point of coming out into the street and saying hello and wishing each other a Merry Christmas. We could all do a spot of baking and swap goodies with one another as a way to be nice and neighbourly.”

      “I think that’s a lovely idea,” Carrie said. “I’d love to take part in that. If you need a hand organising things and getting the word out, let me know.”

      “Thank you, dear, I’ll do that.”

      “You’ve turned into quite the social joiner these days, Olive,” Sally laughed. “Between my book club and volunteering at the local history society, and now this Christmas meet-and-greet idea, you’ll need a social secretary to keep you organised at this rate.”

      Olive laughed, causing Elsa the little terrier to join in with a cheerful bark. “I’m sure it won’t be too much work. And it will be just the thing to get us all into the festive spirit.”

      “Well, count me in,” Sally said. “Let me know the details once you have them.”

      “Will do,” Olive replied. “We’d better make a move. I’m running errands and Carrie wants to visit the library before it closes for the day.”

      “Nice to meet you, Sally,” Carrie said. “Hope to bump into you again soon.”

      “Same here,” Sally replied with a smile.

      “And I hope you and Nick have a wonderful weekend away,” Olive called out over her shoulder.

      “Thank you!”

      Sally watched Olive and her new young friend carry on along the street, Elsa scampering between them. She thought about the upcoming festivities Olive had mentioned. Adding a neighbourly afternoon meet-and-greet to their Christmas Lights extravaganza was a nice idea. It sounded like they were all set for a fun and festive December on Foxglove Street.

      Over by the car, Nick ended his phone call and gave her a smile. “Ready to go?”

      “I can’t wait.”

      She slipped into the passenger seat as Nick started the engine.

      “I think we’ll have a great weekend together,” Nick said.

      “You think or you know?”

      “I know,” he said with a wink.

      As he pulled away from the kerb and drove them along Foxglove Street, Sally reached over and squeezed his hand. The grin Nick gave her in response made her heart bounce inside her chest and filled her with something warm and delicious that made her think of soft autumn sunshine and crisp falling leaves.

      And made her think about the sweet wonder of falling head over heels in love.
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      Thanks for visiting Foxglove Street and I hope you enjoyed spending a lovely autumn with Sally and Nick.

      Christmas comes to Hamblehurst in the next book in the series, Christmas Lights on Foxglove Street, where we’ll get to know Olive’s new young friend, Carrie, who we met in the epilogue. Get ready for plenty of festive fun on Foxglove Street as well as a sprinkling of Christmas romance as Carrie tries to coax her reclusive next-door neighbour into the spirit of the season. It won’t be as easy as she thinks!

      If you’d like to keep up to date with new book news, then join my Reader’s Club at www.alixkelso.com. You can also find me on Facebook and Instagram at @AlixKelsoAuthor.

      Thanks again for reading, and see you next time on Foxglove Street.

       

      With all good wishes,

      Alix Kelso
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        Stay in touch

        If you’d like to hear about new book news and enjoy exclusive content, then join my Reader’s Club and you’ll never miss an update. Pop over to my website at www.alixkelso.com to sign up.
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        Please consider leaving a review

        If you enjoyed this book, I’d be so grateful if you’d leave a review at the store where you bought it. Reviews are very helpful for readers searching for new books and for authors hoping for new readers. Thank you!
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        What to read next

        Enjoy another visit to Foxglove Street in the next book in the series, Christmas Lights On Foxglove Street. Make friends with new resident Carrie Dixon, as she attempts to convince her grumpy next-door neighbour that Christmas really is the most wonderful time of the year. Get cosy with friends and neighbours as Christmas comes to Foxglove Street and a lovely uplifting festive romance begins…
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      Alix Kelso writes warm-hearted stories about romance, friendship and family. She’s happiest with her nose in a book and loves being whisked off to imaginary story worlds. Alix lives in Glasgow with her husband, where she enjoys pottering in the kitchen, exploring the great outdoors, and buying far too many Christmas decorations.

      

      Alix loves to hear from her readers, and you can find her online on Facebook and Instagram at @AlixKelsoAuthor

      

      Visit her website at www.alixkelso.com to join her Reader’s Club and receive exclusive content and new book news.

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY ALIX KELSO

          

        

      

    

    
      Foxglove Street Series

      Neighbours On Foxglove Street

      Friends On Foxglove Street

      Sisters On Foxglove Street

      Autumn Leaves On Foxglove Street

      Christmas Lights On Foxglove Street

       

      Mrs Wishmore Series

      A Wish At The Daffodil Cafe

      A Wish On Star Castle Lane

      A Wish At The Christmas Village

       

      The Fairhill Series

      The Perfect Moment

      The Next Forever

      The Magic Hour

      A Little Romance

       

      The Story Collections

      A Dog’s Heart and Other Stories

      The Food Of Love and Other Stories

      A Dream Of Christmas and Other Stories

      The Magic of Christmas and Other Stories

      Home Sweet Home and Other Stories

    

  

cover.jpeg
%
¥

Alix Kelso
i
Street 3

Le

Ny,

:







