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      The Delightful Christmas Series

      I’m Glad I Found You This Christmas

      We’ll have a Wonderful Cornish Christmas

      Coming Home to Me This Christmas

      Christmas at the Marshmallow Cafe

      Christmas at Snowflake Lodge

      Christmas at Log Fire Cabins

      A Stranger Arrives this Christmas

      A Train is Late This Christmas

      Coming Soon:

      Welcome Home Again This Christmas

      

      The Glorious Summer Series

      Summer at Blue Sands Cove

      Summer at Tall Trees Lake

      Summer at Harbour View House

      

      The Warm Days of Autumn Series

      Autumn in Sycamore Park

      Autumn at Willow River Guesthouse

      Autumn in Sunset Harbour

      Autumn at the Oak Tree Cafe

      Coming Soon:

      Autumn on Maple Tree Lane
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      For Eriko,

      

      may your autumn be long

      and filled with colour
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      Animals.

      With her front foot nudging the base of the fire doors, and the hand not clutching the overloaded bag of textbooks she might or might not need lifted in readiness to force her way ahead, Jennifer Stevens paused at the entrance to Brentwell Primary, racked by a sudden tsunami of self-doubt.

      Imagine them as blood-thirsty, cannibalistic animals, and things couldn’t surely go worse. In fact, things might seem better.

      Another voice was more practical: think of the rent, the electricity, and the hot water you’re going to need if we get the kind of winter the TV keeps talking about. You need this job, and you’ve got this.

      And still a third had something to say, making Jennifer wonder just how many of them there might be knocking about up there, waiting to show themselves at the exact wrong moment and get her committed, or worse: run, while you still can. Buy that camper van that you’ve always promised yourself and take off across Europe. You’re thirty-six, Jennifer, remember? The clock is ticking. Most people your age are married off and/or dragging balls and chains in the shape of the little darlings you get to wave goodbye to at a quarter past three each day. Be thankful for your holy singleness. You nearly screwed it up in Dottenham. Don’t make the same mistake again. Are you paying attention?

      She was, at least she had thought so until the door in front of her began to open with a sudden alarming creak of its hinges. Slowed in its outward arc by a fireproof mat, the delay was just long enough for Jennifer to step backwards onto a patch of muddy grass before a paper cup of coffee, closely followed by an arm in a navy blue sweater, and then finally by the remainder of a human male a little younger than Jennifer, stepped outside.

      He made straight for the steps she had so recently vacated, and might have passed her by without acknowledgement, had she not slipped in a little patch of mud and, afraid of unbalancing, let out a gasp of fright. Pausing in his stride, he glanced sideways, his face registering a hint of both surprise and shock, followed by a rather inappropriately raised eyebrow. He was easy enough on the eye, if a little young for Jennifer’s tastes, but an annoyed smirk doused any potential fire of excitement before it could really get going.

      ‘Oh, hello,’ he said, the condescension in his voice matching that in his face. ‘Are you the new girl?’

      ‘Um, thank you for not showering me with coffee. I was just considering quitting before I’d even started, but you’ve made me strengthen my resolve just enough to at least make it as far as the staffroom.’ She stuck out a hand. ‘Jennifer Stevens.’

      ‘Rick Fellow. I teach Year Five. You replaced Clara Goldsmith, is that right?’

      ‘I don’t know her name, only that she retired.’

      Rick nodded. ‘All good, then. Her class are the angels. You’ll be fine.’

      ‘Please tell me you’re not just saying that.’

      ‘No, I’m not. Actually, yes I am. They’re a nightmare. They told you she retired, but that was a lie because they couldn’t get anyone to take the job. She’s in a mental institution, straitjacketed, night and day. Apparently she wails all night long about pins being left on her chair, and buckets of water propped over a slightly ajar door.’

      Jennifer stared. Rick started to laugh, one hand on a metal handrail, the other barely keeping hold of the coffee.

      ‘Sorry, I really am joking. They’re all right, your lot. Actually, they’re so quiet they have a ready made nickname this year … the Year Trees. Old Clara could barely get a word out of them. Said those classes dragged. Probably why she was lacing her coffee with brandy of a Monday morning.’

      ‘That’s it,’ Jennifer said. ‘I quit.’

      She started to turn, but her heel chose that moment to slip in the mud, and to stop herself falling, she snatched for the handrail by the steps, managing only to grab hold of Rick’s hand.

      A moment of awkwardness passed between them before Jennifer steadied herself and regained the safety of the concrete footpath.

      ‘Careful, if the kids see us there’ll be talk,’ Rick said, with another smug grin. ‘Anyway, it was lovely to meet you. I hope to see you again before you run screaming from this place with your tail between your legs. I left something in my car, so I’d better get a move on.’

      He hurried on down the footpath, leaving Jennifer standing by the door. She smoothed down her blouse and jacket, then headed inside, along the corridor, following signs for a reception desk. At least now she’d broken the ice with one member of staff, she felt a little better, even if Rick Fellow hadn’t left the best impression. She passed a few groups of children in sky-blue sweaters and black trousers and skirts, all of whom treated her as though she didn’t exist. She glanced across a few faces, wondering which, if any, might be in her class.

      ‘Hello?’ she called into the reception window. ‘I’m Jennifer Stevens. The new Year Three form teacher?’

      A dumpy woman in her fifties who looked like she hadn’t smiled since childhood, dropped down a pile of photocopying with a sigh and came stumping over.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Jennifer Stevens?’

      ‘What? I’m Maud Lee. What can I help you with?’

      ‘Uh, no, I mean that I’m Jennifer Stevens. The new teacher?’

      ‘Ah. You’re the one who couldn’t make the training days.’

      ‘I was moving house—’

      ‘Hang on a minute. I’ll call the Head. He’s in the morning meeting.’

      Jennifer, feeling more and more awkward as the minutes passed, waited for the headmaster to arrive. A few more groups of kids passed her as they ambled towards class. Some of them sniggered behind cupped hands, making Jennifer tingle with the first rattle of paranoia.

      Please don’t be like Dottenham. Please, please, please.

      A stern man in a grey sweater vest over a greyer Marks & Spencer shirt stepped out of a door a little further down the corridor. His hair was pepper flecked and thinning down a centre line. Just like the receptionist, he looked unfamiliar to the concept of happiness, and couldn’t have been more of a headmaster stereotype if Jennifer had cut him out of a school prospectus. Jennifer smiled as he glared at her, eyes narrowing behind thin-rimmed glasses, nostrils flaring like a bull readying for a charge.

      ‘Miss Stevens?’

      ‘Yes, that’s me.’

      With a sudden unexpected grin, the man clapped his hands together and gave a hearty laugh.

      ‘You’re young! They’re going to love you.’

      ‘Excuse me? I’m thirty-six—’

      ‘Have you been a teacher long? You can’t have been. They say teachers age at twice the rate of normal people.’ Before Jennifer could point out that she had only been a teacher for three years, having opted for a career change after years of boring office work, but that it had been three of the hardest years of her life, the man stuck out a hand and said, ‘Greg Downton. Call me Greg in private, Mr. Downton in front of the kids.’

      He led her down the corridor and into a messy, busy staffroom. Calling for a moment’s attention from the other assembled teachers, none of whom looked willing to stop what they were doing, he introduced her.

      ‘Pay attention please, we’re supposed to be in a meeting, remember?’ When no one responded other than to close books or set coffees down, he raised his voice a level and said, ‘This is Jennifer Stevens.’ From behind a photocopier near the back, Rick Fellow gave her a little wave. ‘She’s the new form teacher for Year Three. As you know, she couldn’t make the training days, so please lend her a hand if need be. Do you want to say anything, Jennifer?’

      Caught off guard, Jennifer just stared at the faces watching her. Aside from Rick and one tubby young girl who gave her a wide grin, most of the teachers were older than her and looked keen to get back on with their work.

      ‘Uh, it’s nice to meet you,’ Jennifer stammered. ‘I’m looking forward to working here.’

      One teacher near the front, a short man with an obvious comb-over, snorted and said something under his breath as he rifled through a stack of papers. Another older woman sighed.

      ‘Right, well, that’s nice,’ Greg Downton said. ‘Enjoy your day, everyone. Oh, by the way, Colin Waite from Year Four got caught shoplifting last night and has been suspended for a week. He bagged the new edition of Resident Evil from Kay’s Electrics on the high street.’

      ‘Good game, that,’ Rick said, at the same time as the short teacher in the front muttered, ‘Send the thug to Borstal.’

      ‘Yes, well, can you gather after lunch for a short meeting about it?’ As several teachers moaned under their breath, Greg seemed to remember Jennifer was standing beside him. ‘Oh, your desk is back there, between Miss Clairmont and Mr. Fellow. I’m sure they’ll show you how it all works. Come to my office at nine-fifteen and I’ll take you to your class. I’m sure the little toerags are looking forward to meeting you.’

      Jennifer grimaced. ‘I hope so,’ she said.
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      Greg Downton looked around the watching faces. ‘Stand up, please.’

      The twenty children sitting around five bright blue plastic desks all stood up. A couple at the back pushed each other, one other dithering girl wanted to finish off a doodle Jennifer hoped was supposed to be Snoopy on her notebook. Greg clapped his hands sharply, and at last the class stood to attention.

      ‘This is Miss Stevens,’ Greg said. ‘She will be your teacher in Year Three. Call her Miss Stevens, and be polite, or you’ll be outside my office or picking up leaves from the school field every lunchtime. Is that understood?’

      A chorus of muted ‘Yes, sirs,’ came from the children.

      ‘Good.’ Greg clapped his hands together again. ‘Right, well, it’s over to you, Jen—uh, Miss Stevens. Don’t let these … darlings fool you with their innocence. Any dissent and you send them straight to me.’

      Jennifer gave Greg an awkward nod as the stern headmaster went out, closing the door with a loud thump. She looked around the kids, most of whom were still staring at her, feeling a sudden brain-freeze. She’d survived for three years in Dottenham, and while at times that school had been a living hell, the kids alone hadn’t been the reason why she’d left.

      A hand had risen from a short, frail boy with spectacles so thick you couldn’t be sure of the size of his eyes.

      ‘Ah, yes? What’s your name?’

      ‘Matthew Bridges,’ the boy said, in a weak, nervous voice.

      ‘Yes, Matthew, do you have a question?’

      ‘Yes, Miss. Is Miss Goldsmith coming back?’

      The rest of the class erupted into sudden cheers, the boys clapping each other on the backs, the girls tittering behind their hands. One rough-looking boy gave Matthew a hearty back slap, to which the boy just looked down at his feet, and Jennifer got the impression she had been the butt of a joke the poor boy had been set up to deliver.

      ‘I’m afraid she’s never coming back,’ she said, feeling a sudden resentment towards this group of devils in Tesco Back-to-School clothing. ‘She’s never coming back again. In fact—’

      Don’t say it, don’t say it, whispered a voice of reason that Jennifer was quick to stamp out.

      ‘—she’s never coming back, because she’s joined a cult and run off to South America.’

      A little girl at the back began to cry, and Jennifer immediately felt like the worst teacher in the world. She smiled, clapping her hands together, and said, ‘That was a joke! She’s fine … as far as I know. She’s just retired. It happens. You’ll retire one day, when you’re old and grey.’

      Two girls were now crying.

      Near the front, a tall boy with a sensible, mature look in his eyes leaned forward and whispered, ‘Miss, first class is geography. Why don’t we watch a DVD?’

      Jennifer was tempted to berate him for trying to do her job, but as he nodded at a box of DVDs next to a large, widescreen TV in the corner, she understood.

      He was trying to save her.

      ‘Great idea,’ she said, hurrying across to the box and pulling out a documentary on Ancient Egypt. It wasn’t geography, but what did it matter? They probably didn’t know the difference … or so she hoped. ‘Get your notebooks out, please.’

      Her hands were shaking as she slid the DVD into the player, and to her relief the disc automatically started to play. The sensible boy, along with two others, jumped up and began to run around the classroom, closing the curtains, while the other kids shuffled their chairs forward.

      As another boy switched off the lights, Jennifer sat down on a stool in the semi-darkness and breathed a sigh of relief.

      She could do this. She really could.

      And she didn’t need a swift glass of wine to pull it off.
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      By lunch time, things had begun to take a turn for the better. After half an hour of watching the DVD on Ancient Egypt, she’d set them to drawing pictures of Egyptians in extravagant, scribbled headdresses, which took the focus off her long enough that she could begin to get herself together. With the kids busy in their activity, she was able to mingle, learn a few names, pick up on some of the class dynamics.

      Matthew Bridges was the class whipping boy, the butt of all the jokes, the poor kid whose very appearance made school life a never-ending minefield. The kid sitting next to him, Gavin Gordon, the resident disrupter and bully, had seemingly altered his seating position after Miss Goldsmith’s departure, hoping Jennifer wouldn’t notice. Quickly picking up on the vibe, however, she moved him to sit further to the back, among a group of bigger boys less likely to put up with his teasing, and giving Matthew—during class time at least—a little respite.

      Overall, though, they seemed like nice kids. With the exception of Gavin and a couple of other rowdy boys, they were polite, called her Miss, and didn’t give her much backtalk. There were a pair of identical twins—Becky and Kelly Jarder—whom she couldn’t yet tell apart, but otherwise, she was surviving with at least tentative ease.

      ‘You made it to lunchtime without handing in your papers,’ said Miss Clairmont, standing by the door to the dining hall, a Paw Patrol apron tied around her waist. One of the dogs—Jennifer couldn’t guess at their names—had its eyes obscured by some old scorch mark. ‘It’s tough when you’re starting at a new school, isn’t it?’

      Jennifer smiled. ‘It’s a work in progress,’ she said.

      ‘Miss Goldsmith had them from Reception to Year Two, and kids always bond with their first teacher. I’m Amy, by the way. Of course, you have to call me Miss Clairmont in front of the kids, otherwise Old Downton Abbey will have a fit.’

      ‘Is that his nickname?’

      Amy glanced from side to side and smiled. ‘I didn’t tell you,’ she said. ‘The kids were straight on it a few years back when the show came out. The first kid to say it to his face got suspended, so it went underground. Now the show’s finished, it’s died out among the kids for the most part, but us teachers have longer memories.’

      ‘He’s certainly a little stern.’

      ‘You’ll get used to it.’

      ‘If I survive long enough.’

      Amy smiled. ‘I’d worry more about Rick than the kids.’

      ‘Rick? You mean, uh, Mr. Fellow?’

      ‘Our resident conquistador. You’re single, aren’t you?’

      ‘Ah—’

      ‘At least, there’s nothing on your finger. Mind you, if there was, he’d see it as a challenge.’

      Jennifer was still struggling over how to respond when Amy shrugged. ‘Oh well. Time to get this next herd to the feeding troughs. Speak to you later.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After having to break up a playground fight just after lunch, and then enduring a chaotic art class in sixth period when Gavin Gordon poured a pot of black paint over Matthew’s painting of sunflowers, causing the smaller boy to burst into tears, Jennifer was glad to hear the final bell and wave her children off for the day. She had anticipated having to stay late to deal with any emergency stuff that came up or report her progress to Greg, but the headmaster was out on business, while Rick had gone home early, allowing her to clear up and arrange some things for tomorrow without hassle. She shared a quick cup of tea with Amy, then headed back to her new flat at just after five p.m.

      The threat of rain that had lingered most of the day had cleared up, leaving a beautiful, clear, afternoon sky to accompany her as she walked up the high street and past a Tesco Metro, where she grabbed something for dinner. As she climbed the stairs to her second floor flat, she paused, gave a little smile, and then knocked on the door.

      A scrabble of paws came from inside, followed by a tirade of excited yapping. She opened the door and Bonky, her little toy poodle, practically jumped into her arms, before encircling her with a series of rapid turns, his little tail wagging frantically.

      ‘Right,’ she said, scooping the dog up and carrying him back into the flat, where many of her boxes still stood waiting to be unpacked. From his bed by the living room window, her cat, James, looked up, gave her a brief miaow as though to remind her of his existence, then resumed watching whatever was going on outside.

      With Bonky still tucked under her arm, Jennifer scooted around the mess of her personal life, delivering tonight’s dinner to the narrow kitchen tacked on to the side of the slightly bigger living room, wishing she’d spent more time browsing for flats before deciding on this one. Honestly, though, it had looked a lot bigger in the pictures, and at least she could afford it. Even for a small town like Brentwell, the local rents were staggeringly high for a relative beginner teacher to afford.

      To her frustration, she had forgotten to turn the fridge on, which meant the milk had gone sour. The margarine and the half finished tin of pasta sauce from yesterday would survive, but she had been dreaming of a coffee on her only chair all the way home. Still, she had passed a Spar on the way, and Bonky needed his walk, so she could pick up some milk on the way back.

      Moving a couple of boxes aside, she fed a delighted Bonky, while James ambled over to nudge the vibrating dog aside and take his share. Then, giving her cat a quick, mostly ignored rub, Jennifer hunted out the dog’s lead from a box and pulled her jacket back on.

      ‘Walkies,’ she said, to which the little dog began to yap and spin in circles. James gave both of them a nonchalant glance before returning to his bed.

      The day’s warmth still lingered as Jennifer urged the little dog along the edge of the pavement, Bonky content to inspect every patch of grass, litter bin, or lamp post. Having rattled through her late arrival yesterday and her frantic first day at work, Jennifer hadn’t had a chance to explore her new home. Now, with Bonky taking his time, she got to really look at her little suburb of Brentwell for the first time.

      Her road, Willis Lane, was a long, meandering suburban street which connected at one end to the high street, and at the other to an industrial estate. Several other roads intersected with it, heading north and south, but until now Jennifer hadn’t had a chance to have a look at them. To the south, the houses were larger, detached buildings with neat front lawns. North, towards the old town centre, the houses were taller, Georgian and Edwardian terraces, most separated into flats or turned into offices for lawyers, accountants, and financial consultants. They looked very much alike, but as she reached a junction with a road called Sycamore Place, she noticed a stand of trees at the far end surrounding the entrance to a park.

      ‘That looks a bit more interesting than your lamp post,’ she said to Bonky, as he cocked his leg over a patch of weeds. ‘Let’s go.’

      It took about ten minutes to coax the dog to the entrance of the park, but as she stepped through a pair of open cast iron gates, Jennifer couldn’t help but smile at the sign attached to one.

      
        
        Welcome to Sycamore Park

      

      

      Tarmac footpaths curved away to the right and left, beneath towering sycamore, oak, and beech trees. In front of her was a gentle grassy slope leading up to a rock feature at its peak. Through the trees to the right she spotted a children’s play area. To the left, a duck pond surrounded by benches. A signpost told her that to the north was the public library, to the west, the town theatre.

      The sun, low in the sky, was glittering through the branches of the trees. A light, tickling breeze blew, making the leaves rustle. Jennifer gave a contented smile, as all her frustrations melted away. As another dog walker gave her a polite smile and said ‘Good evening,’ Jennifer smiled back, then reached down and patted Bonky.

      ‘Well, look what treasure we’ve found,’ she said.
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      According to a sign by the entrance, dogs under a certain size were free to be let off their leads, so Jennifer unclipped Bonky’s harness and let him rush off on a pigeon hunt. Jennifer ambled slowly after him, enjoying the cool tickle of the breeze on her face, and the occasional warmth of the evening sun as it caught her through the trees.

      With a couple of hours of daylight left, Sycamore Park was quite busy. Several young mothers stood talking by the play area while their preschool-aged children clambered on the climbing frames and played on the swings and slides. Several other dog walkers wandered along a series of smaller paths off the main circular one, or chased their dogs across the grassy field. A young couple walked arm in arm. A couple of old men sat on a bench near the duck pond, talking quietly. On a paved courtyard outside the theatre, a group of students appeared to be rehearsing for a play.

      With a gruff bark, Bonky caught sight of a pigeon seemingly up for the challenge, and raced in pursuit up the grassy slope towards the rock feature. Jennifer followed, catching up with the dog near the top as he paused to regard the pigeon, now perched out of reach on one of the large stones laid around in a rough circle. It cooed once at the dog, then flapped off to the branches of a nearby tree.

      Jennifer sat down on one of the stones. From here you could see the whole park. The main walking path made a complete circle, with numerous other pathways leading to monuments or secluded play areas. To the south and east, the surrounding streets were residential, with the thickest patch of trees and the theatre over to the west. To the north, a small car park stood beside the library, a two-storey Georgian building. Outside were a newspaper stand and a couple of other stalls, now closed. Down a small, tree-lined side road on the library’s right, tables and chairs were set out on a pedestrian-only street, a signboard Jennifer couldn’t read at this distance standing among them.

      ‘Shall we go and take a look?’ Jennifer said to the little dog, who had sat down on the grass and was watching her, tongue lolling. ‘Might be a bit more interesting than dinner out of a plastic packet. Do you think James will mind?’

      The dog gave her a little bark and wagged his tail. Of course the cat wouldn’t mind.

      ‘Let’s go, then.’

      She attached Bonky’s harness again and headed down the slope. The library was closed—at six p.m., a sign on the door said—but the little café appeared to be open, even though no one was sitting outside. Jennifer paused, looking at the sign over the door.

      Oak Leaf Café.

      The front was wood paneled with the name carved into a larger piece over the door. The tables were also wooden, and while Jennifer suspected they were pine rather than oak, each had a little vase of autumn twigs and leaves in the centre, adding to the quaintness. Next to a triangular menu, salt and pepper pots were also made out of wood.

      ‘What do you think?’ she said to the little dog, who appeared insistent on inspecting each chair leg in turn. ‘Although, it’s a little chilly.’

      ‘Feel free to bring the little guy inside,’ came a voice from the doorway, and Jennifer looked up to see a middle-aged woman leaning on the door frame, wearing a maple leaf-designed apron over jeans and a white t-shirt. Grey-flecked light brown hair was tied back into a ponytail. Bright green eyes sparkled through the glasses she wore, and a face that still retained a hint of youthful beauty gave Jennifer a warm smile.

      ‘Oh, would that be all right?’

      The woman waved. ‘Sure. I’ve even got some food out the back somewhere if he’s hungry.’

      ‘Well, thank you.’

      ‘Come in and have a look at the menu if you’re interested. I love the wind off the park in this season, but it gets a little chilly once the sun goes behind the theatre.’

      Jennifer went into a pretty, wood-panelled interior. Six wooden tables stood neatly arranged in front of a countertop. In little nooks and alcoves, pots of dried flowers stood, giving off a gentle lavender aroma. On the wall, framed posters identified various varieties of pumpkins and squashes. Antique cooking pots and utensils lined shelves in front of the windows delicately framed with lace curtains.

      One table by the window had a view of Sycamore Park. ‘That one,’ Jennifer said. ‘I’d like to sit there, please.’

      ‘Take your pick,’ the woman said. ‘We’re not exactly bursting at the seams.’ She smiled again. ‘My name is Angela. Angela Dawson. With only the two of us here, I don’t think it would be proper to remain strangers, would it?’

      ‘I suppose not. I’m Jennifer. Jennifer Stevens. I just moved to Brentwell. Yesterday, actually. I work at the local primary. Today was my first day.’

      ‘Busy times! I don’t know how you young people handle it. I get tired just walking around the park in the morning. And who’s this little guy?’

      Angela bent down to pet Bonky, who lapped up the attention with a frantic wag of his tail.

      ‘Ah, his name is Bonky. He’s two years old.’

      ‘I had a toy poodle as a child, many, many years ago. Lovely little things.’ Angela stood up. ‘Bonky? That’s … interesting.’

      For the first year or so, Jennifer had always felt a flush off embarrassment telling people the name of her dog, but she had got used to it. After all, it was just a name, albeit a little unusual.

      ‘Yeah, the kids at my old school chose it. I was having a few issues with some of them, and I thought getting them to choose the name for my dog would be a form of bonding. I was expecting something generic like Harry or Rover, but … nope. Bonky. They came up with Bonky.’ She shrugged. ‘And so it stuck.’

      ‘Well, it’s kind of cute, isn’t it?’

      ‘I suppose.’

      ‘Is that why you came to Brentwell? Because you were having problems at your old school?’

      Jennifer might have expected the question from Rick or Amy or one of the other teachers, but due to the new-term rush she’d so far avoided it. Hearing it from Angela had caught her off guard, and she stared at the older lady openmouthed, then gave a little shake of her head.

      ‘Uh, that’s not all of it.’

      Angela gave a shrug. ‘I’m sorry, I was prying. How about we sort you out with something to eat. There’s a menu there, but I’m afraid we’re out of season so you’re stuck with whatever I’ve got cooking. Today’s special is cheese, apple, and potato pie with homemade gravy, seasonal vegetables, and fried pear fritters for dessert. Would that do?’

      Jennifer stared. She thought about the meagre supplies back at her flat and gave a slow nod.

      ‘That would be just great. In fact, it would be more than great.’

      ‘Excellent. Coming right up.’

      Angela disappeared into a kitchen behind the counter, and soon delightful smells began to waft through, reminding Jennifer that she hadn’t eaten anything since a sandwich at lunchtime. Bonky settled down at her feet, and Jennifer picked a home décor magazine off a nearby rack and began to browse through picturesque designs of autumn-themed homes and gardens. Even before Angela reappeared with a large plate loaded with steaming pie and vegetables, the day’s traumas already felt resolved and compartmentalised. Tomorrow was a new day, as they said.

      ‘Well, here you are.’

      ‘I’m not sure I can eat all that,’ Jennifer said with a smile, even though she fully planned to try.

      ‘Actually, I want to bake another in the morning, so I tried to give you all that was left. I couldn’t quite fit it on the plate, so I’ve put it in a Tupperware for you to take home. That’s if you like it, of course. If you don’t, not to worry. Just pass it on to a neighbour.’

      ‘I haven’t met mine yet. In fact, I haven’t actually unpacked yet either.’

      Angela waved a hand. ‘There’s always tomorrow. Anyway, you enjoy your meal. I’ll just bring a little something for Bonky, plus perhaps a cushion. The floor might be a little hard.’

      Angela started to walk away, but Jennifer put up a hand and muttered, ‘Uh, excuse me…?’ in a way that reminded her of some of the more shy members of her class.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Um, if you haven’t eaten, would you like to join me?’ Jennifer shrugged. ‘Bonky isn’t the best for conversation, particularly when he’s tired. Chasing all those pigeons, you know….’

      Angela looked at her a moment, then shrugged. ‘Well, sure. If you’ll indulge me a little. You walked here, didn’t you?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Perfect.’

      Angela went back into the kitchen, then returned a moment later with a bottle of wine and two glasses.

      ‘Chilean Red,’ she said, holding up the bottle. ‘Perfect for an autumn evening.’ She winked. ‘It’s a little chilly, and the skies are red … sorry, that’s a shocker.’

      It took Jennifer a moment to catch the attempted joke, but when she did, she gave a sympathetic laugh. ‘I’ve heard worse. And far ruder, too.’

      ‘Well, let’s drink to autumn, to long, cool evenings, and to new friends.’

      Almost to signal his agreement, Bonky looked up and gave a sharp bark.

      Jennifer took the offered glass and smiled. ‘I’ll drink to that,’ she said.
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