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Chapter 1

When I woke, with the sun streaming through the bedroom curtains, on the Sunday of the August Bank Holiday weekend, feeling surprisingly light of heart and happier to be alive than I had in a long time, I had no inkling that now my grief was fading further into the background, it was about to be replaced with yet another emotion. And an unwelcome one at that.

However, by the time I had eaten breakfast, with the radio happily babbling, the back door wide open to let in the breeze, and posted something suitably sunny on my successful Insta account, AutumnEverything, I could sense a slow puncture in my previously buoyant mood and knew that I was destined to traverse yet more tricky emotional territory.

It took me a further few minutes of thinking as I plumped cushions, twitched curtains and tidied magazines to work out what I was feeling and it was the hollow echo of my feet on the scrubbed and sealed wooden floorboards that finally revealed the sensation I was experiencing.

All the while I had been renovating Rowan Cottage, my focus had been divided between coming further to terms with finding myself a widow before the age of thirty and creating myself the perfect solo sanctuary, but now the changes to the cottage were complete, now I was finally beginning to feel more complete, there was a vacancy in my life and it had been filled by a wholly unexpected sense of loneliness.

‘Oh, my goodness.’ I sighed, as I reluctantly accepted the sensation. ‘And just when I thought I was finally getting somewhere.’

I had become quite the recluse since my move to the Fens and hadn’t yet made a single friend in the area. I hadn’t felt concerned about it before, but clearly it was time to find the courage to embrace yet further change in my life now that the spectre of loneliness was loitering.

‘Best foot forward then, Clemmie,’ I attempted to encourage myself. ‘Because something will have to be done to remedy this.’

As the cottage renovation had neared completion, time spent working in the garden and learning about the local birdlife had stepped in to further help distract me from memories of what had happened to my husband, Callum, and I headed outside to immerse myself in the sunny morning in the hope that it would help dispel the impending sense of being utterly alone.

Three years since Callum’s tragic death, I no longer plummeted headlong into the deep well of grief on a regular basis, but sometimes darker thoughts would creep up on me, and the garden and my feathered friends had become a welcome refuge when I needed to dig deep – no pun intended – and find the light again.

That morning however, and in spite of the sunshine, the clear blue sky and my best efforts to focus on the dead-heading and bird table propping up (I really needed to treat myself to a new one), it wasn’t proving enough to shake the loneliness off. I took a breather and turned to look at my beloved sanctuary.

Set in the flat Fenland landscape, Rowan Cottage was picture perfect. Renovated, predominantly by my own fair hands, everything about it was idyllic. The wood and brick porch had a profusely flowering and highly scented old-fashioned rose clambering over it, the symmetrically set, freshly painted windows were dressed with pretty patterned curtains. The rooms were all filled with quirky and collectable treasures, and the façade and most of the garden was now every bit as pleasing as the inside.

With the finishing touches to the interior added just a few days before, the question of what I was going to do next had already started to raise its head. The last eighteen months had been a whirlwind of knocking down walls, replastering others, hanging wallpaper and picking out tiles. The work was finally complete, but I hadn’t yet worked out what I was going to do now it was done.

I couldn’t bear the thought of selling up and starting again, but suddenly, and shockingly, I knew with devastating clarity that Rowan Cottage alone wasn’t enough. I quickly turned back around to look at the soothing view beyond the picket fence.

My parents had described the landscape as barren the first time they had visited and with barely a tree in sight across the Fens, they were right. However, whereas they had cited that as a fault, I had always adored the emptiness. With uninterrupted views to the horizon, there was nothing that could creep up on me here. No hidden nasty shocks waiting to pounce and that made the thought of trying to find somewhere new to live but with a similar outlook feel insurmountable.

Even though my happy home and its ideal setting suddenly didn’t feel like the be all and end all, I knew beyond any doubt that it had become an essential part of who I was and I definitely wanted to keep it. Therefore, I would have to find something else, which didn’t involve the services of an estate agent, to enthral me…

‘Perhaps then it’s finally time you rejoined the human race, Clemmie,’ I mused aloud. ‘Maybe it’s time you stopped talking to yourself and found yourself an actual… friend.’

So immersed in my thoughts, I hadn’t heard a car pull up on the drove road next to the cottage or the driver climb out.

‘Hello!’ the unexpected visitor called cheerily and I spun around, my heart hammering because they had made me jump. ‘Hi!’

The woman, who I had seen stop by before, had a head of red curls and was wearing a vintage floral sundress. She had already opened and walked through the wooden gate and into the garden.

‘I’ve caught you at last,’ she laughed, unaware of how accur-ate her words were. ‘I’ve stopped by at least half a dozen times before, but you’re never in.’

That wasn’t strictly true. I had been in, but I had chosen not to answer the door to her. Since the day I arrived, I had preferred to keep myself to myself. I had only ventured into the nearby town of Wynbridge, early in the morning or late in the afternoon when I knew it wouldn’t be busy and, politely staving off any friendly overtures, I hadn’t properly introduced myself to anyone local, aside from a few essential tradespeople and the postwoman.

However, having literally just acknowledged that my solitary existence needed shaking up, and finding someone in my garden at the exact moment I had uttered the words, felt almost like a wish come true, most certainly a timely nudge from the universe, and I felt duty bound to embrace it. Even if I was rather out of practice when it came to playing the host.

‘Hello,’ I therefore tentatively smiled. ‘Hi.’

‘I’m Lizzie,’ the woman said confidently, walking further along the path, ‘Lizzie Dixon.’

‘Clementine,’ I said back, brushing my grubby hands down my shorts, before I pushed my glasses up into my messily tied up sun-streaked blonde hair.

‘Clementine,’ the woman I now knew as Lizzie Dixon, repeated.

‘Though everyone calls me Clemmie,’ I amended.

I had almost said that my friends called me Clemmie, but given how I currently didn’t have any, that would have been a stretch and a dishonest start to my first purely sociable interaction in months.

‘Clemmie.’ Lizzie beamed, as she clasped her hands to her heart. ‘Oh, my goodness, that’s the prettiest name.’

‘Thank you.’ I blushed.

‘I don’t think I’ve ever met a Clementine or a Clemmie before.’

‘Me neither.’ I smiled shyly. ‘In my experience, there don’t seem to be many of us about.’

Now names had been exchanged, I faltered.

‘Well,’ said Lizzie, looking over at Rowan Cottage, ‘like I said, I hope you don’t mind me stopping and announcing myself. I used to know the lady who lived here before you and I’ve been dying to find out what’s happened to the place since she sold it. I know you’ve been renovating…’

‘Yes, I have.’ I nodded, eagerly latching on to the topic because I could wax lyrical about the cottage until the cows came home. ‘It’s undergone quite a transformation inside. Especially downstairs. The previous layout wasn’t very practical.’

‘And that bathroom was always glacial.’ Lizzie shuddered, in spite of the warmth of the day.

Her description was entirely accurate, so I knew she really had known the place well. I had shivered myself every time I went into that room, especially during the winter, which was unfortunate given its purpose.

‘The bathroom is upstairs now,’ I told her. ‘And wonderfully warm.’

Moving it had meant sacrificing one of the three bedrooms, but as it was just me living in the cottage, I hadn’t minded that and I hadn’t been concerned about the potential impact on the resale value either, because I’d never given the idea of moving on a thought. That was, until now when I’d realised how lonely I’d become. But that was still all it had been, I reminded myself. The possibility of moving again was just a fleeting thought.

‘And have you kept the fireplace?’ Lizzie asked eagerly.

‘Yes,’ I nodded, with a smile. ‘That impressive oak mantel had to stay, but I’ve had a wood burner installed and exposed the brickwork around it.’

It was one of my favourite things in the entire cottage. Situated in the sitting room, right in the heart of the home, it was a comforting and welcoming feature, even when it wasn’t lit in the height of summer. It was only the last week of August but already I couldn’t wait to put a match to it again when the weather turned and autumn arrived.

‘That sounds beautiful,’ Lizzie said wistfully and I could tell she was dying to take a look. ‘Anyway, I’d better let you get on. I just wanted to say hello really and I daresay you want to make the most of the day before the rain comes.’

Thunder was forecast and I had lived in the Fens long enough now to know that the summer storms could be spectacular. With an uninterrupted view from the upstairs windows, I could sometimes track the lightning moving across the landscape for hours.

‘I’ve actually just finished what I needed to do out here,’ I surprisingly plucked up the courage to say, ‘so, you’re more than welcome to come in and take a look around. Unless you’re on your way somewhere.’

‘I’m not,’ Lizzie said happily, ‘I’m a completely free agent today. We don’t open the café on a Sunday. Or a Monday, come to that.’

‘Café?’

‘Yes, my friend Jemma and I run The Cherry Tree Café in Wynbridge and the gallery next door. Perhaps you’ve been in?’

‘I can’t say I have,’ I confessed. ‘But it sounds lovely.’

‘It is,’ she said proudly and looked at the cottage again. ‘Are you sure you don’t mind me coming in?’

‘Of course not,’ I said, taking a deep breath as I felt the parameters of my comfort zone stretch and change shape. ‘You’re very welcome.’

I left Lizzie looking around the sitting room and admiring the revamped fireplace while I washed my hands in the kitchen and made a jug of elderflower cordial. It had taken more than a few seconds for my heart rate to settle when we came in, but I wasn’t surprised about that because I had never entertained a guest in Rowan Cottage before.

‘I love how you’ve got your bookcase set up!’ Lizzie called to me. ‘All of the books on my shelves are just laid out in regimented rows.’

I had some books lined up but others were stacked in small piles and the interesting arrangement left spaces in between to showcase a few little treasures and tiny bud vases.

‘Thanks!’ I called back. ‘I like it too, though it takes ages to dust.’

‘And I have to say,’ Lizzie further commented as I rejoined her in the sitting room, ‘I absolutely adore the colour scheme you’ve gone for in here.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, carefully putting the tray on the coffee table.

‘Does it feature in any of the other rooms?’

‘It does,’ I confirmed. ‘It actually runs right through the entire cottage.’

Because I was obsessed with autumn, I had chosen an earthy, seasonal palette of muted matt orange, brown and mustard hues, with lighter touches of sage green and cream to decorate each of the rooms. Now it was finally finished, I could tell it was going to give the cottage a cosy, den-like feel throughout the whole of the year and I loved the thought of that.

‘That sounds perfect,’ said Lizzie as I poured and handed her a glass of cordial and the ice cubes chinked sociably together. ‘Thank you. This is just what I need.’

‘Me too.’ I smiled. ‘Would you like to see what I’ve done with the room that used to be the bathroom?’

‘Oh, yes, please.’

I ended up giving Lizzie a tour of the whole of the ground floor and she gratifyingly loved it all. She admired the cushions I had found to adorn the Windsor chair in the kitchen, loved the set of vintage leaf-patterned mixing bowls on the wooden counter and the row of red geraniums in reclaimed terracotta pots in the utility cum boot room.

‘You know, I’m certain I recognise those cushions in the kitchen from somewhere,’ she said as we ended up back in the sitting room, drinking more of the cordial. ‘Did you buy them ready-made or did you source the fabric and make them up yourself?’

Her question made my shoulders tense up and my heart start to skitter again. I knew I had featured the cushions on my Insta grid on more than one occasion and I would be devastated if by an incredible coincidence she had somehow seen that and the penny dropped because the account was entirely and purposefully anonymous.

‘And that view from the utility room window seems familiar, too, now I think about it…’ she further mused.

‘I picked the cushions up online,’ I said falteringly in the hope that I could throw her off the scent if she had indeed picked it up. ‘Given that you’re an accomplished sewer yourself, perhaps you’ve seen the same website.’

As I’d shown her around, she had told me that while Jemma ran the café and baked the most delicious cakes and other sweet treats, she taught sewing and ran all sorts of craft workshops both in the café and the gallery next door.

‘Perhaps…’

‘I thought the autumnal colours would work well with the rest of the décor,’ I further said, but Lizzie didn’t appear to have heard.

She clicked her fingers in what turned out to be a dreaded eureka moment. ‘Of course!’ she gasped. ‘That’s it! Autumn! It’s your entire aesthetic, isn’t it?’

‘I suppose you could say that,’ I nervously agreed.

‘In fact,’ she grinned, as she put down her glass and pulled out her phone, ‘you could say autumn is your everything!’

She quickly showed me the screen on her phone which I was appalled to see featured my carefully curated and, until then, anonymous Insta grid. I felt my cheeks flush and my throat go dry.

I hadn’t for one second, when I invited Lizzie over the cottage threshold, thought that I might be asking an AutumnEverything follower to join me. I had thought I was doing something positive for my mental health. Something to stop me feeling lonely!

‘I knew I recognised that bookcase,’ Lizzie carried on excitedly, completely unaware of my discomfiture as she looked at the shelves again. ‘But it was the cushions that really gave the game away. I can’t believe it.’

I was struggling to believe it, too.

‘I love your account, Clemmie,’ she gushed. ‘I mean, I really love it. Your whole aesthetic is so beautiful and just focusing on one season is… inspired. You’re a total genius and the cottage is stunning. Jemma and my assistant, Joanne, won’t believe it when I tell them you’re the person behind it and that Rowan Cottage is the setting! They’re both huge fans.’

‘Oh no,’ I stammered, feeling panicked. ‘You can’t tell them. I don’t want anyone to—’

Unfortunately, and frustratingly, she wasn’t listening and didn’t give me the chance to beg her to keep my secret.

‘And this makes my stopping by today and finding you at home even more fortuitously timed,’ she interrupted, as she continued to look around. ‘Serendipitous, you could say. Yes, this is definitely fate.’

It felt more like bad luck to me. Very bad luck.

‘But about my Insta account—’ I tried again.

‘That’s the best bit!’ she cut in. ‘The proverbial cherry on the cake, in fact, because it makes you the perfect person!’

‘The perfect person for what?’ I frowned.

She looked so excited I thought she was going to burst.

‘For taking it on, of course!’ she further gushed, making no sense at all.

‘Taking what on?’ I asked.

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘I’m guessing you haven’t heard about it. Let me fill you in and then I just know you won’t be able to resist saying yes! You’re the online queen of autumn, for pity’s sake!’

I already had the impression that Lizzie Dixon was the sort of woman who could talk anyone into doing anything, but she was definitely barking up the wrong tree with me. I wouldn’t be saying yes to anything, no matter how temptingly or cleverly she framed it.

‘So,’ she began, sounding only a trifle more together, ‘simply put, the town is supposed to be hosting some events this year to celebrate the ber months.’

I hadn’t expected her to snag my interest with any of what she was going to say, but she had managed it with just those few words.

‘You mean, Wynbridge is going to have an autumn festival?’ I gasped, immediately drawn in, even though I didn’t want to be. ‘There’s going to be a specific festival to celebrate the season?’

‘That’s it.’ Lizzie nodded, clearly delighted by my reaction. ‘I guessed right then? You haven’t heard about it?’

‘No,’ I confirmed. ‘No, I haven’t.’

Given that I barely left the cottage, that was no surprise, but Lizzie didn’t know that.

‘It was supposed to be a proper autumn festival,’ she then further elaborated for my benefit, ‘because thanks to the efforts of one farmer in particular, this area is fast becoming known as the pumpkin patch of East Anglia—’

‘Well, of course it is,’ I interrupted her, having momentarily forgotten that she now had the knowledge to send my world crashing down and that I was supposed to be resisting whatever she had to say. ‘The fields were full of them last autumn and there seems to be even more given over to them this year.’

The orange orbs were growing by the day and I couldn’t wait to see them at their peak ahead of harvesting. I had filled my grid with gourds last year and the response had been spectacular. I already had plans to post again as soon as they were ready.

‘I’ve noticed there are more fields planted up this year, too.’ Lizzie nodded. ‘And, as a result, autumn in the region has the potential to be even more spectacular than usual.’

‘You’re right,’ I agreed, knowing I couldn’t deny that. ‘But what’s that got to do with me?’

‘Everything!’ she announced. ‘Well, potentially everything, because I’m hoping you’ll agree to help out!’

‘With what?’ I frowned.

‘The festival, of course,’ she said, rolling her eyes as if it was obvious while she glanced around my sitting room again. ‘There isn’t going to be anyone within a five-hundred-mile radius more qualified to get stuck in with it than you, Clemmie.’

Her kind words would have been flattering had she not un-expectedly just outed me as the face behind AutumnEverything, but now they, and the terrifying prospect of her sharing her discovery, were pushed to the forefront of my mind and filled me with a sense of panic and dread that made me want to rush to lock the cottage door again.

I might have just started thinking about the possibility of visiting the town and meeting some people, but I had no intention of revealing my online persona or throwing myself in at the deep end and getting involved in some huge community project. My reintroduction to living a more sociable life needed to happen slowly and be carefully managed if I was going to make a success of it.

‘Well,’ I hedged, in a desperate bid to put her off, ‘I’m sorry but I don’t actually have enough free time to help with the festival this time around, but I’ll definitely visit it when it’s happening.’ Lizzie looked disappointed. ‘Maybe I could sell some raffle tickets or something,’ I conceded in the face of her faded enthusiasm, ‘but only if you agree to—’

‘But I’m not asking you for that sort of help!’ she butted in again and with a fine disregard for what I’d just said about having no time. ‘I’m asking if you’ll actually run the thing, Clemmie! With your credentials and love of the season, there won’t be anyone better. This is what I was getting at when I said my finding you at home today was meant to be.’

‘You’re asking me to run the festival?’ I gasped, feeling slightly hysterical.

‘That’s it.’

‘Even though we’ve literally just met?’

‘A technicality.’ She shrugged as if that was the most minor detail of all. ‘Your love of the season is what counts.’

‘But—’

‘Are you working at the moment, Clemmie? Do you have a job?’

‘Well, no, but—’

‘So, you must have some spare time then, which is just as well, because you’d actually need to set it up and organise it pretty much from scratch,’ she confessed. Her smile faded and her shoulders slumped. ‘I do appreciate that it’s a big ask…’

‘It’s an impossible ask,’ I said firmly. When she’d first described it, I had assumed it was already in the offing, but clearly not. ‘Who was it who came up with the idea in the first place?’ I asked. ‘Why can’t they do it?’

Her former buoyancy completely deflated then.

‘They can’t do it,’ she said, ‘because they’re sadly no longer with us. The guy who originally had the idea to do something pumpkin related in town was the farmer who championed the crop most and he died unexpectedly a couple of months ago.’

‘Oh.’ I swallowed. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘His name was Moses Talbot,’ Lizzie continued. ‘His family had farmed in the Fens for four generations. He was the last and it was his idea to make the most of the region’s much-loved autumn crop by championing it with a specific seasonal celebration.’

‘I see,’ I sighed. ‘Well, it was a lovely idea.’

‘A fantastic idea,’ Lizzie agreed. ‘It still is. And though completely underdeveloped, a popular prospect, too. Everyone was keen to see it happen in some guise or other. Still are, in fact…’

‘But there’s no one else willing to take the vision on?’

‘Jake and Amber from Skylark Farm, who have taken on some of the fields that Moses farmed, had hoped to do it,’ she explained, ‘but they’ve had to pull out because they just haven’t got the time, and there’s no one else come forward to step into the breach.’

‘That’s a shame,’ I said sincerely, because the festival could have been wonderful.

‘You would have loved Moses,’ Lizzie told me, sounding wistful and a little brighter again. ‘He had a passion for autumn that could almost rival yours. Hence turning over so much of his land to growing pumpkins…’

I found my heartstrings being tugged and myself wishing that I had met Moses, but I wasn’t going to change my mind about me being the person to take the event on, on his behalf.

‘And there’s really no one else who can sort it?’

‘Afraid not,’ Lizzie sighed. ‘Everyone else who has the organisational skills is gearing up for Christmas now. I know that probably sounds rather premature given that we’re not even out of the summer yet, but there’s so much to do. You might not have heard about the proposed autumn festival, but I daresay you know that Wynbridge is very big on the festive front and a lot of people are already committed to helping organise things for that.’

‘I didn’t know that either actually,’ I corrected her and she was agog. ‘I don’t know much about the town at all, because since I’ve been living here all my time has been taken up with the cottage renovation rather than socialising.’

‘But you’ve finished it now,’ Lizzie then astutely pointed out, as she found her smile again. ‘And you’re not currently working on anything else, so, my coming here today was definitely meant to be.’

‘You’re reading too much into it, I’m afraid.’

‘I don’t think I am,’ she nudged and wheedled. ‘Now you’ve finished renovating, you must have literally oodles of time, rather than none. You can finally start socialising, get to know Wynbridge and more of the people who live there and all while you’re organising the festival. We could do with some fresh blood to mix things up and I’m sure Moses would approve, given your love of autumn.’

She really had the bit between her teeth, but I wasn’t in the least bit tempted. In fact, the responsibility of what she was suggesting was making me feel quite nauseous.

‘You need to remember this festival is something a much-loved local had come up with, Lizzie,’ I therefore pointed out. ‘And as a result, I’m sure that the last thing anyone would want is a blow-in stepping in and taking over. I know how these things work,’ I added, thinking back to the petty politics surrounding local events in my childhood hometown in the north of the country. ‘You need someone who has lived here for at least three generations to take it on. Someone properly local who knew Moses and who can make his vision come to life. Someone who lives here.’

‘You live here,’ Lizzie said in exasperation.

‘You know what I mean,’ I tutted. ‘And besides, there’s no time to do it now, is there? It’s September next week.’

Lizzie took a moment to consider that.

‘Oh, I daresay you’re right,’ she eventually sighed. ‘It is getting rather tight for time. Maybe we’ll manage it next year.’

‘Next year, for sure.’ I nodded, feeling relieved that she was now finally willing to let the subject drop. ‘Now,’ I forged ahead, ‘can we please get back to what I was trying to say about my Insta account?’

When I had set up AutumnEverything, I had purposefully kept my identity a secret and I had every intention of keeping it that way. Callum and I had made a huge success of sharing our whole first house renovation online. We’d had hundreds of thousands of followers, but I had shut all of the accounts down when he died because there had been so much publicity surrounding his accident, that the extra attention the accounts received, the reams of comments and messages, had been too much for me to cope with.

I didn’t doubt that practically everyone who posted and messaged did so with the kindest of intentions, but it was way too much for me to process and individually try to respond to. I had absolutely no privacy or protection when I needed it most and was inundated with personal stories of grief from so many followers. Consequently, I felt even more emotionally exposed and it was utterly overwhelming.

After that, I had never intended to go online again, but when I moved to Rowan Cottage and started the work, I found I wanted to chronicle what I was doing and therefore created a new account, just the one on Instagram, but it didn’t feature my name or photograph. I didn’t want anyone knowing it was me behind it and I certainly didn’t want Lizzie Dixon poking about and somehow stumbling upon my tragic past. My life in the Fens was all about a fresh start and I had no desire to see that scuppered.

‘I hope you’re not thinking I only asked you about the festival because I thought the account would help promote it?’ Lizzie frowned. ‘Though it would, of course…’

‘That hadn’t even entered my head,’ I was able to tell her with total honesty, because I hadn’t had a moment to consider that. ‘But what you need to understand, Lizzie, is that the account is entirely anonymous and it’s essential to me that it stays that way.’

‘But Jemma and Joanne won’t saying anything,’ Lizzie insisted, then added, ‘Well, Joanne might, so how about I just tell Jemma?’

‘No!’ I waspishly snapped. ‘I don’t want anyone to know and if I’d realised you were an account follower when you arrived, I never would have invited you in.’

Lizzie looked taken aback by my outburst.

‘I’m sorry,’ I apologised, quickly modifying my tone. ‘I didn’t mean to snap, but this is really important to me, Lizzie. You might not think word would spread if you just tell Jemma, but it so easily could. She might know another follower and let it slip to them on the promise of not telling anyone and so it goes on until… well, the whole world knows.’

I knew my voice was getting louder again and Lizzie looked puzzled.

‘And that would be a bad thing?’ she asked.

‘Yes, it would! Absolutely the worst. You have to promise me,’ I forcefully, but more calmly said, ‘that you won’t say anything to anyone about me being the face behind the account.’

My parents knew about it, but that was different. They loved the account and seeing how many followers interacted with it served the handy purpose of making them believe that I had wholeheartedly immersed myself in my new life in the Fens. They had latched on to the idea that some of the people who commented on my posts were real life friends and I had no intention of disabusing them of that assumption. I had shared with them some of the difficulties I had faced last time around, but not the full extent because I knew they would spend time worrying that something similar could happen again.

‘I honestly didn’t mean to upset you,’ Lizzie said, sounding less sure of herself in the face of my determination to make her promise to keep quiet. ‘I was just excited to have worked out that Rowan Cottage is the setting of AutumnEverything.’

‘And I really didn’t mean to raise my voice,’ I apologised again. ‘but I can tell you that I have very good and very private reasons for not revealing my identity and I am begging you not to out me to a single person, so I can keep it that way.’

I couldn’t put it more plainly than that.

‘In that case,’ she said, eyeing me with interest, ‘of course I’ll promise not to say a word.’

‘Thank you.’

‘It clearly means a lot to you.’

‘It really does.’ I nodded. ‘It means everything to me.’

‘Okay,’ she said, thankfully not asking me why I kept the account anonymous. I wasn’t sure how I would have fielded her enquiry had she been so direct. ‘And I also promise that I won’t try to further cajole you into taking the festival on,’ she nudged, some of her previously breezy manner returning.

‘Good,’ I reminded her. ‘Because there’s genuinely no time to get it up and running now.’

Even though I hadn’t known him, I felt sad that Moses Talbot’s vision of an autumn festival of some sort wasn’t going to be realised, but I definitely wasn’t the person who could make it happen on his behalf.

‘I know you’re right really,’ Lizzie sighed. ‘And I suppose I’d better go.’

‘I’ll see you out.’

I quickly opened the door before the visit went further awry. There were dark clouds gathering on the horizon which felt entirely appropriate given what had just occurred.

‘Thank you for showing me around and for the lovely cordial.’

‘My pleasure.’ I smiled, because until she’d recognised the cottage as being the main setting for AutumnEverything and then tried to pressgang me into organising the festival, it had been lovely. ‘It’s been great to meet you.’

‘Come to the café,’ she insisted as she stepped outside. ‘Let me show you around my domain.’

‘I’d like that.’ I nodded.

‘And if you leave it a few days,’ she mischievously grinned, ‘Jemma will be ready to launch her Autumn Delights menu.’

‘I think we should give autumn a wide berth from now on,’ I called after her as she walked back along the path.

‘Whatever you say!’ she called back as she climbed into her car and then quickly drove off, one hand waving out of the window.

I closed the door and leant against it wondering if all efforts to immerse myself in life in and around Wynbridge were going to be so complicated.






Chapter 2

My head was still buzzing long after Lizzie had left and as I thought over everything that had occurred in the brief time she had been with me. Not only had I decided it was time I rejoined the human race that day, I had also invited a stranger across the cottage threshold, been outed as the person behind AutumnEverything and been offered an unexpected opportunity. No wonder I was reeling!

Surprisingly, it didn’t take me long to find Lizzie among my list of AutumnEverything followers because she turned out to be one of the people who commented the most consistently. Her declaration that she really loved the account was no exaggeration and having met the woman behind the many words she had posted, I could now read what she had typed with her voice in my head.

It was just a short leap from there to finding the account for The Cherry Tree Café. Just as I had known it would be, the grid was an absolutely gorgeous mix of cakes and makes and I hoped I could trust Lizzie to keep my secret because I would love to visit without fear of worrying that she’d shared more about me than I wanted anyone in the Fens to know.



In spite of my efforts not to worry about what Lizzie might or might not do, my sleep that night bore the brunt of my brooding and I spent much of the night tossing and turning and feeling hot and bothered as I got tangled in the sheets.

‘So, what are you up to today?’ Mum asked, when she video called rather too early the next morning. ‘Did you get the storm? You don’t look as if you’ve had much sleep.’

‘Cleaning first, then some gardening, but only if it isn’t too wet,’ I said, wishing she hadn’t alluded to the dark smudges under my eyes. ‘And the storm did land. The thunder raged for hours, but it’s feeling much cooler now, which I’m grateful for.’

I’d opened all of the cottage windows and the air blowing through and making the curtains billow was cool and fresh. I had been going to post a photograph of the spare room window with a jug of fresh flowers cut from the garden on the sill, but held back once I’d taken the shot.

I adored my online account, but currently had mixed emotions about posting so soon after Lizzie had recognised my things around the cottage. I would have to get over that, though, if I didn’t want to fall out of favour with the algorithm.

‘Your dad was watching the thunder tracker thingy,’ Mum told me. ‘He thought it looked as though you were clear of the worst of it by midnight.’

‘Well, I had an early night,’ I responded, unwilling to go into the real reason why my sleep had been disrupted, ‘and it felt like it hung around for ages once it had woken me up.’

‘Oh, I hate it when that happens,’ Mum sympathised and I had to smile, because nothing short of a shot going off was able to wake her once she’d fallen asleep.

‘So, how are you feeling?’ she asked. ‘Other than tired. Are you bored yet?’

‘It’s only been a few days,’ I reminded her, knowing she was referring to the renovation work and decorating being finished and me having less to do. ‘And there’s still plenty to get on with in the garden.’

‘Yes, but I know you, Clementine,’ she commented cannily. ‘You’re at your happiest when you’re up to your neck in brick dust and paint samples. Have you had any thoughts about moving to take another renovation project on?’

Both Mum and Dad had initially been devastated when I moved so far away but soon came to realise and appreciate the huge part the renovation had played in helping me come to terms with my grief.

As I had got to grips with the work, I had both the time and privacy to properly process my loss and I came to realise that just as I was changing the cottage, losing Callum had changed me. As the four walls accepted their new look, I accepted my grief. I didn’t deny it, or try to paper over it, I made my peace with it and it was then that I was finally able to let the wound start to heal.

‘I’m going nowhere, Mum. No more brick dust for me,’ I replied sincerely. ‘Rowan Cottage is my home now.’

‘In that case,’ she said, a frown etching her forehead, ‘what are you going to do?’

The last thing I wanted was her and Dad worrying that I was going to be twiddling my thumbs and falling to brooding.

‘It’s looking likely that I’m going to be helping out with an event in town soon,’ I fibbed, thinking of Lizzie’s visit. ‘And by the sounds of it, it’s going to be pretty full-on.’

Mum looked thrilled. ‘That sounds exciting,’ she smiled. ‘What is it?’

‘I can’t tell you the details,’ I further blagged. ‘My friend, Lizzie, has sworn me to secrecy.’

‘I don’t think I’ve heard you mention a Lizzie before,’ Mum mused.

‘You must have done,’ I tutted, digging myself an even deeper hole to later climb out of. ‘She runs a café in town, with her friend Jemma, and she called here yesterday to rope me into helping with this idea she’s had.’

The festival idea might have come from Moses, but I wasn’t about to get myself further into it and start attempting to explain that.

‘Oh well, in that case,’ Mum said happily, ‘the garden will have to wait a bit longer, won’t it?’

‘I’m sure I can manage both,’ I said confidently. ‘What have you been up to?’

‘Not much,’ she shrugged. ‘I had my hair done yesterday.’ She turned her head from side to side so I could see the impact of the half-inch trim. ‘Oh, hold on. I can hear your dad’s back from picking up his paper and he’s bound to want to say hello.’

‘Is that Clemmie?’ I heard Dad shout from the hall. ‘Don’t let her go. I’ve got something to tell her. I’ve just seen Jill and she said I could pass it on.’

Jill was Callum’s mum and aside from birthday and Christmas cards, I’d completely lost touch with her and his dad, Colin. Maintaining contact had been too painful after I’d made the decision to move away. I tried not to feel like I’d abandoned them, but I didn’t always succeed.

‘Did you hear that?’ Mum asked.

‘I did,’ I said, with a sigh as I imagined Jill and Colin still buried in their grief and still living in the house that overlooked the river that had taken their son. ‘I hope it’s not bad news.’

Callum and I had only been married eighteen months when he drowned in the river that ran through the town while trying to save a child who had fallen in.

There had been days of rain ahead of the accident and the river was swollen to capacity as the extra volume of water squeezed its way down from the hills, through the town and under the bridge. The road either side had been filled with onlookers as it reached its peak early one evening and somehow a little girl had fallen in. Callum had been one of three people who stopped when he spotted the commotion as he drove by and then jumped into the swirling torrent to rescue her. He was the only one who had been swept away.

I hadn’t known any of what had happened until there was a knock on the door and I found two police officers on the step looking grave. I remember I had been laughing as I skipped down the hall to open the door because I had assumed it was Callum, weighed down with the tins of paint I had asked him to pick up on his way home from work.

We were getting ready to decorate the last room in the house we had successfully bid on at auction, gutted and brought back to life. The whole place had been neglected for years and there were times during the three-year intense renovation when we had felt like giving up, but thanks to my love of social media, the project had accrued a huge and enthusiastic following online and with the extra support from our parents, we had rallied to see it through.

Or almost through. I had never got around to painting that last room and eighteen months after Callum’s funeral, I had moved to Rowan Cottage with the walls I left behind in that one room still showing bare plaster.

‘Hello, love,’ said Dad as his face filled the screen and I slowly drifted up through the sea of painful memories that mention of Callum’s parents always evoked.

‘Hi, Dad.’ I swallowed. ‘Did you get your paper?’

‘I did,’ he said, holding it up, ‘but not all the news is in print today.’

‘Oh?’

‘I bumped into Jill. And you’ll never guess.’

‘Go on.’

‘They’ve put their house on the market.’

I felt my mouth fall open.

‘They’re selling up.’

‘I don’t believe it,’ Mum said tearfully.

‘Did you get that, Clemmie?’ Dad frowned. ‘I think the screen’s just frozen.’

‘No, it hasn’t,’ I said. ‘And I did hear. I’m just in shock. I can’t believe it. What absolutely wonderful news!’

Colin had barely left the house since Callum had died and the curtains were hardly ever opened at the back because the windows overlooked the river. I had hoped for so long that one day they would find the strength to leave and now they had. I was so relieved for them.

‘I knew you’d be pleased.’ Dad smiled and I could tell he had a lump in his throat.

‘More than pleased.’ I sniffed. ‘A million times more than pleased.’

Mum looked as emotional as I felt and we were all still smiling when we signed off.

There wasn’t much in the way of dust, but I set about cleaning right through the cottage, with my summer Spotify playlist blaring and the windows all still wide open. I was in an elated and celebratory mood as a result of Jill and Colin’s decision and I hoped they’d be settled somewhere new in time for Christmas. It would be a push timewise, with autumn on the horizon but not completely beyond the bounds.

And talking of autumn…

Once the season had popped back into my head, it was impossible to shake off further thoughts of the festival that wasn’t going to be happening in Wynbridge or the fact that I had told Mum that I was going to be involved in it. I might not have gone into the details but I knew she wouldn’t forget I had mentioned something and, having looked again at what I had posted on AutumnEverything the previous year, it took no effort at all to imagine what could have been achieved if there had actually been some time to do something about it.

As I scrolled through my prettiest posts, I visualised exactly the sort of things a festival to celebrate the cosy season could include beyond the pumpkin fields Moses had loved and then without really meaning to, I started listing event ideas in my head. There were myriad opportunities to celebrate out of doors, along with art and craft workshops, whole community events – given what Lizzie had said about Christmas, I now knew Wynbridge had a thriving community – delicious food to eat and seasonally spiced drinks, anything and everything to do with pumpkins of course, and all kinds of sweater weather fun.

My imaginings weren’t ultimately going to come to anything, because there was no one available to make them happen, but it was fun to daydream. And, as long as Lizzie kept my secret, I would be able to enjoy sampling the autumn menu in The Cherry Tree Café, as well as admiring the fields full of pumpkins, which was some compensation.

‘Oh no!’ I yelped, as I realised that while I had been distracted, it had started to rain and the infamous Wynbridge wind was helping the downpour find its way inside. ‘No gardening for me today, then.’

I rushed around and closed the windows and then spotted that the garden gate was swinging wildly in the wind. If I didn’t secure it, it would probably be damaged.

‘Damn,’ I muttered, as I snatched up a jacket which was hanging above the shoe rack in the hall and pulled it over my head. ‘Rain, rain, go away!’

By the time I’d dashed down the path and secured the gate, then rushed back into the porch, I was pretty soaked. I shook the jacket out, then held it to my nose. It was a battered, waxed garment that Callum and I used to share. It didn’t smell of him now, but as I returned it to its peg and smoothed it down, I heard something crinkle in one of the inside pockets.

‘No way.’ I swallowed, as my hand reached in and came out with a crumpled piece of paper held tightly in its grasp. ‘It can’t be.’

One of Callum’s most endearing qualities was that he used to leave me little, handwritten ‘love-notes’ where I least expected to find them. Some were romantic, others were funny or poignant, but they all touched my heart and made me smile. I had found a surprising number in the three years since he had been gone. The first one, most likely the last he’d written, had been tucked inside an already opened cereal box, another in a shoe I hadn’t worn until the following summer and so it went on.

That said, I had worn the jacket dozens of times since he had passed, so I had no idea how I had missed the note I now clutched in my hand. There was no rhyme or reason for it being there, but it was definitely a note from Callum and I sat in my favourite armchair and carefully smoothed it out on my leg to read it.


Today you encouraged me to take a HUGE leap of faith, Clemmie, and boy, has it paid off!

This is just a little reminder that the best and loveliest things can happen when you take a risk!

Though you probably won’t need reminding, because you already know it, don’t you? Anyway, I hope this wasn’t a waste of ink!

Love always, C x



Tears streamed down my face as I read Callum’s words and fought hard not to wish he hadn’t taken his very last risk. It briefly saddened me to think that I couldn’t pinpoint what the leap of faith he referred to had been. I had pushed him out of his comfort zone many times during the house renovation with my ideas about decorating and design, so it could have been something as simple as painting the bedroom ceiling the same colour as the walls.

However, the details didn’t really matter. It was the timing that truly counted. Had I been the sort of person who believed in portents, the timing of finding this particular note, just as I was poised to try my hand at socialising again, though not to the extent Lizzie had suggested, would have been entirely apt, wouldn’t it?






Chapter 3

In spite of finding Callum’s rallying and poignantly timed note and receiving three WhatsApp messages from Mum, in pretty quick succession, asking if I had more to share about the event in town yet, my jitteriness about heading out and exploring saw me putting off driving into Wynbridge by distracting myself at home for the whole of the next day.

I had been considering the possibility of adding a couple of hens to the cottage garden and immersed myself in so-called essential online research, however, when I woke extremely early on the Wednesday morning and padded downstairs to find I was still carrying the weight of being alone, I knew enough was enough.

I would do what Callum had suggested, I would take a leap of faith, I would trust that Lizzie had kept my secret and go in search of her and Jemma’s café in town. That would be enough to begin with and who knows, perhaps some lovely things might end up happening as a result.

I took my time getting ready. I painted my toenails, picked out my prettiest patterned summer dress and sandals and tied my hair into a messy bun. I had never quite mastered the casual, tousled style, but ultimately, I was satisfied with the way I looked, felt a modicum more confident as a result and headed off in the Land Rover that Callum and I had invested in primarily to ferry building materials about.

‘Absolutely not,’ was the first thing I heard Lizzie say when I walked through the open door of The Cherry Tree Café. ‘No, no, no, no, no.’

The artistically decorated café had been easy to find, set on one side of the busy market square, which I had taken a few minutes to properly look around. The market itself was bustling and there were a pleasing number of independent shops set around the edge.

I had known Wynbridge was a gem among small rural towns because the estate agents’ details and an online search when I was looking to move had told me, but I hadn’t before appreciated exactly how lovely it was when I had previously rushed in and out again. It was time I stopped missing out on what the place had to offer and The Cherry Tree Café was as good a place to start my more detailed explorations as any.

I knew I had audibly gasped as I crossed the threshold, but the inside smelt so enticing and was so perfectly pretty, dressed in late summer colours, it would have been impossible not to. The photographs online were appealing, but seeing it with my own eyes, and smelling it, too, was something else. This place was right up my street and I felt rather frustrated not to have called in before.

‘I absolutely do not need a dog in my life,’ Lizzie was now saying firmly to the man standing in front of her and with his back to me. ‘And especially one that requires so much attention. You know I’m here and next door far more than I’m at home, so I’m surprised you’ve even asked me. She wouldn’t get what she needs from me at all.’

‘Nor me,’ said a younger woman, who was wearing a similar wraparound pinny to Lizzie’s. ‘I’ll be leaving the UK to live overseas soon and with so much to sort out for myself, I won’t have time to think about a pooch passport.’

I had wondered if she was Jemma, but Lizzie hadn’t mentioned her friend was leaving the country, so it was more likely that she was Joanne, her assistant.

‘And don’t even think about asking me,’ said a third woman who then appeared from what I guessed was the kitchen area, carrying a tray of drinks. ‘I’ve got more than enough on my plate with this place, a husband and two kids to corral.’

She was most likely Jemma. I moved nimbly out of her way as she stepped around the heavenly looking packed cake counter and flashed me a smile.

‘Take a seat,’ she said. ‘And I’ll be with you in a minute.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, looking around again and thinking the table by the window would give me the loveliest view of the place.

There was a painted dresser with an impressive array of hand-sewn crafts to buy opposite it and I knew I would be hard pushed to resist heading home without something pretty to add to the cottage.

‘Clemmie!’ Lizzie then burst out. ‘Well, hello you!’

My gaze swung back to her and the guy facing her turned around to look at me, too. His eyes widened as they met mine and I felt my cheeks flush. He was rather taller than me, not a stretch as I’m only five foot three, dark haired, blue eyed and wearing a polo shirt with something embroidered on the left-hand side. He opened his mouth and closed it again, which drew my attention to his full lips. He was sporting at least a few days’ stubble, which also made rather more of his expressive mouth than I would have liked.

‘This is who you want,’ said Lizzie, giving him a sharp nudge and I felt my cheeks flame further as they both continued to stare.

‘Is it?’ he croaked, then cleared his throat, his eyes still fixed on mine as he also turned red.

‘Yes.’ Lizzie nodded. ‘Try Clemmie. She could be just the person you’re looking for.’

‘You’re Clemmie?’ the woman, who had now served the drinks, asked. ‘You’re the person who has renovated Rowan Cottage?’

‘Yes,’ I tentatively said, turning to look at her. ‘Yes, I am.’

‘I’m Jemma,’ she beamed. ‘Lizzie has talked of nothing but you since you showed her around the cottage on Sunday.’

I felt my tummy twist when she said that and hoped Lizzie hadn’t said too much.

‘Has she not?’ I nervously asked.

‘She’s gone on and on,’ laughed the third woman. ‘I’m Joanne, by the way.’

‘The assistant I mentioned,’ Lizzie elaborated for my benefit. ‘Who, before long, I’m going to have to try and replace as she’s moving overseas to join her partner.’

‘Well, I’m sorry about that,’ Joanne said with a smile that I didn’t think quite reached her eyes. ‘And I hope you won’t forget me as soon as I’ve gone. I hope I’ve made as much of an impression on you as Clemmie already has.’

‘Have I made an impression?’ I swallowed, as my tummy knotted even tighter.

It suddenly felt like there were a lot more people in the café than there actually was and they all seemed to be staring at me.

‘I’ll say!’ Joanne laughed.

‘Lizzie has completely fallen in love with your place. She’s said the inside is cottagecore perfection.’ Jemma grinned. ‘And now apparently, you’re making the garden look just as lovely, too. I haven’t been that way for a while, but I’m tempted to do a drive-by.’

Given that I knew she was also an AutumnEverything fan, I hoped she wouldn’t ask to come in if she realised I was at home.

‘You live on your own, Clemmie, don’t you?’ Lizzie then asked me to clarify.

‘Er, yes.’ I swallowed, as I started to flail under the bombardment of attention, but also felt grateful that Jemma hadn’t mentioned my Insta account. ‘Yes, I do.’

‘There you are then, Ash,’ Lizzie said, giving him another poke. ‘You can ask Clemmie, can’t you? She’s probably a far more suitable candidate than any of us.’

My eyes flicked to the guy’s face again. He was still staring and looked as red as I felt. He opened his mouth a second time, but no further words came out and I self-consciously shifted from one foot to the other. So much for my low-key trip into town.

‘I’ll take the table by the window,’ I said to Jemma, then forced my legs to carry me towards it.

‘Ash is the new vet in town,’ Joanne said, immediately following me over.

‘Not that new,’ he corrected mildly.

Joanne ignored him.

‘And he’s got a homeless hound he’s trying to find a place for,’ she added.

‘Oh,’ I said, as I settled myself into the seat. ‘I see. Well, I’m not really a dog person.’

‘But this one is a very special case,’ Lizzie carried on. ‘Why don’t you tell Clemmie about her, Ash?’

‘No, it’s okay,’ he said, shoving his hands into his trouser pockets. ‘She really needs to go to someone I know.’

I wasn’t sure whether I felt offended by his refusal to share or not.

‘She’s grieving,’ Lizzie then announced loudly, which stopped me wondering but made me feel light-headed.

‘How…’ I stammered. ‘How did you—?’

‘By which she means,’ Joanne interrupted, ‘the poor little dog is actually grieving. Her owner died a few weeks ago and no one in her family is willing to take her on.’

My lungs reinflated and the world righted itself a little on its axis again. They weren’t talking about me. They were talking about the dog.

‘Oh, my goodness.’ I swallowed, thinking of the turmoil the poor thing must have been feeling. ‘That’s so sad.’

I felt my eyes fill with a rush of sympathetic tears and tried to blink them away. No one present was acquainted with my tragic history, so they might think my reaction over the top, especially as I didn’t know the dog in question.

‘She’s staying with me at the moment,’ Ash said croakily, his sad tone making me feel even more emotional. ‘I couldn’t bear to put her in kennels yet.’

‘Why can’t you just keep her full-time?’ Jemma sensibly suggested. ‘Then she won’t have to go into kennels at all. I daresay she feels safest with you now, Ash.’

‘Because she needs company,’ he insisted. ‘Proper, consistent company and someone who can give her all the attention she needs and deserves.’

‘Which is why I can’t take her,’ said Lizzie. ‘You know Ben and I are never at home and it would be far too chaotic to bring her in here and next door every day, rather than occasionally like Glynis did. Especially in the early days.’

‘You’re right,’ said Ash, running a hand through his hair. ‘And I don’t know why I asked you, really, Lizzie. She needs somewhere peaceful with someone who can spend time with her to balance out any trips to town. Poor little Pixie.’

‘Pixie,’ I echoed.

‘That’s her name,’ Ash clarified, pinning me again with his blue eyes. Eyes I didn’t want to find beguiling, but was drawn to look back at regardless. ‘And I’d better get back to her. She’s home alone at Will’s place and I don’t like to leave her for long.’

‘Still no joy finding a place of your own?’ Lizzie asked him.

‘Not yet,’ he shrugged. ‘But living in Will’s barn for the time being is no hardship.’

‘It’s been converted,’ Joanne said for my benefit. ‘He’s not stuck in a filthy byre with no hot and cold laid on and only a bucket to—’

‘I think Clemmie gets the idea,’ Ash cut in and I laughed.

It didn’t strike me immediately, but it felt odd to hear a man, other than my dad, say my name.

‘And now Will, that’s my boss, has moved in permanently with his partner, Lottie, at Cuckoo Cottage,’ Ash further explained to me, ‘I do have the place to myself which doesn’t give me much impetus to keep looking. But it’s only until he puts it on the market.’

‘Almost to yourself,’ I corrected.

‘Yes.’ He nodded, with a slight smile which made the few lines around his eyes attractively crinkle. ‘Almost to myself. I really had better get back. Do let me know if there’s any further news about the Autumn Festival, Lizzie, won’t you?’

And with that he was gone. Thankfully before she’d had a chance to tell him that she’d tried to strong-arm me into taking it on.

‘Isn’t he a dream?’ Jemma wistfully sighed, looking after him as he crossed the square.

‘Hey,’ laughed Lizzie. ‘You’re a married woman, remember?’

‘How can I forget?’ Her friend grinned back while she fanned herself with a menu.

‘And very happily married,’ Joanne giggled. ‘But what about you, Clemmie?’

‘Me?’ I squeaked.

‘He’s single. You’re single,’ she said, with a wink. ‘At least, I think you’re single.’

‘I’m on my own,’ was as much as I was willing to say on the subject of my relationship status. ‘And definitely not looking for a partner. And even if I was, Ash is about as far away from my type as it’s humanly possible to get.’

That wasn’t entirely true, but I didn’t want her getting any ideas and Jemma’s next words were confirmation that I was right to put Joanne off from the outset.

‘So, that’s you told, Little Miss Matchmaker,’ she laughed before heading back to the kitchen.

‘Fair enough,’ Joanne said, eyeing me astutely. ‘Message received and understood. But I’m bored with Aiden – that’s my partner – being on the other side of the world and I do love pairing people up. It’s my favourite hobby.’

‘Shouldn’t your favourite pastime be getting yourself ready to leave?’ Lizzie asked. ‘I thought you had loads to do for that.’

‘I’ve got three couples successfully together so far,’ Joanne carried on telling me while ignoring her boss, ‘and I’ve already decided that the happy ever afters are going to be my legacy to the town…’

Well, she certainly didn’t need to get any ideas about amusing herself in that department where I was concerned, unless she was in the market for further boredom and a dose of dis-appointment.

‘Never mind bugging Clemmie about all that,’ Lizzie said dismissively and Joanne walked away without taking my order. ‘What can we get you, Clemmie? And more to the point, please say you’ve come to tell me you’ve had a change of heart about taking on the festival idea?’

The autumnal additions to the menu weren’t in place yet, so I ordered a coffee and toasted panini. I also told Lizzie that I hadn’t changed my mind about offering to be in charge of organising and running the festival, but conceded that I would volunteer a little time to help out if, by some miracle, the idea that Moses had was realised.

With my mental mood board from the day before still floating about in my mind, it was impossible not to offer to do something, even though I’d been telling myself that slow and steady was the safest way forward on the social front.

‘That’s very kind,’ Lizzie smiled sadly, ‘but actually, we had a quick meeting about it in the pub on Monday and no one stepped forward. I did mention what you’d said about not wanting a newcomer to take up the cause, but just as I suspected, no one objected to that or the fact that you’d never met Moses, either.’ I wasn’t sure how I felt about her specifically discussing me. ‘We truly don’t mind who takes it on, just so long as someone does. Or did. It really is too late now.’

‘In that case,’ I said, purposefully pushing away thoughts of pumpkin carving competitions, ‘fingers crossed for next year.’

It wasn’t too busy in the café and I was mostly left alone to enjoy the panini and coffee, take in my surroundings and wonder what the poor grieving pooch, Pixie, looked like. She truly had my every sympathy.

I hadn’t experienced a whole raft of lovely things as a result of my trip into town, but I’d met a few more people and felt both confident and relieved that Lizzie had kept her promise and hadn’t told Jemma or Joanne that I was the person behind AutumnEverything. That alone was enough to make up for the awkwardness I’d felt on my arrival.

‘So, what are your plans for the rest of the week?’ Jemma asked, when she came to clear my table.

‘Chicken research,’ I told her. ‘I’m thinking about having some, but I’m a total novice so I’m doing some studying first. I think it’s too late in the year to get organised enough to take some now, but I can start planning for the spring.’

‘You need to talk to Ash about all that,’ Joanne said eagerly, as she popped a takeaway cakebox featuring the café logo on the table and Ash neatly back into the conversation. ‘He knows his hens.’

‘I think I can find everything I need to know online,’ I told her as I pulled out my phone to pay. ‘But thanks.’



A couple of days later, as I was bent over by the garden gate and pulling up a few weeds I’d previously missed, a truck pulled up with its windows down.

‘Joanne mentioned that you were thinking about getting some hens,’ came a voice from inside, which I instantly recognised as belonging to Ash.

‘Did she?’ I huffed, as I straightened, pushed my glasses back up and the legs of my shorts down so I wasn’t exposing quite so much bare skin.

It was another hot day and it didn’t feel any closer to autumn even though September was now just a few days away.

‘Was she wrong?’ Ash asked, clearly having noticed my irritated response.

‘No, she was right,’ I confirmed, amending my annoyance, because it wasn’t his fault that she’d told him and he had then decided to call and bring it up. ‘But I’ve decided to wait to do anything about it until the spring now.’

‘Oh, that’s a shame.’

‘Why?’ I asked, shielding my eyes from the glare of the sun.

‘Because I was going to offer to get you set up. I’m helping rehome a flock of ex-battery girls next month and hoped you might be interested in taking a couple or even three.’

‘I have been wondering about the rehoming option,’ I pondered, thinking that for some reason he was easier to talk to when he was in shadow in the shade of his cab. ‘That said, I couldn’t cope with three eggs a day, so I’ll probably only go for two.’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘if you are interested in taking a pair on, let me know when you’re ready for them and I’ll give you some dates for future flock allocation.’

‘Thanks. I’d appreciate that.’

There was a sudden noise in the cab that didn’t come from Ash. It sounded like a canine sneeze.

‘That was Pixie,’ he said, with a nod to the passenger seat. ‘She’s supposed to be getting used to a harness, so I can transport her out of her crate, but she’s not keen on it. She’s not keen on anything at the moment.’

‘With good reason,’ I sighed.

‘With very good reason,’ Ash agreed.

I couldn’t resist opening the gate so I could stand on tiptoe and peek in through the window to look at her.

‘Oh,’ I croaked, my heart melting at the sight of the scrappy little bundle of tightly curled up black and tan fur. ‘She’s tiny.’

She didn’t make any effort to move, but I knew she was aware that I was there, because her little brows quirked as she moved her eyes.

‘I think she tries to make herself invisible sometimes,’ Ash said sadly. ‘She thinks that if she can’t see the world and doesn’t engage with it, it won’t exist.’

‘Poor Pixie,’ I empathised. I remembered a time when I had felt like that. How I wished I could communicate to her that one day the feeling would fade, if not disappear. ‘Have you found a home for her yet?’

‘Sadly not,’ Ash sighed. ‘And I haven’t found anyone to run the autumn festival Lizzie is still obsessed with and I’ve said I’ll support, either. Have you heard about it?’

‘It might have come up in conversation,’ I said, looking across at him and then quickly back at Pixie, because he was closer now.

‘Lizzie has still got her heart set on it happening,’ he sighed. ‘So, I’ve told her I’ll deputise as and when, but only if someone else properly takes charge. She knows I’m time poor what with my work commitments and looking after Pixie, but she was fond of Moses and doesn’t want to let the idea drop.’

He gave the dog a fuss, but she didn’t react to his touch.

‘But I thought it had been decided that the festival won’t be happening now because of the lack of time?’ I said, thinking back to my conversation with Lizzie in the café and what she had told me had been discussed in the pub. ‘I thought the focus was now on getting it going next year.’

Ash shook his head and smiled. ‘That’s Lizzie for you,’ he told me. ‘She’s still hoping for a miracle. And once she’s got the bit between her teeth, she’s one determined woman.’ I’d already worked that out for myself. ‘And Joanne’s just as eager in some respects,’ Ash then added with a disgruntled tut.

‘She is?’

‘Yes,’ he sighed. ‘But you don’t need to know about that.’

‘Judging by the look on your face,’ I responded, ‘I think I might. Forewarned and all that.’

‘Actually, you’re probably right,’ he then conceded. ‘Especially if you’re single.’

‘Go on,’ I said, neither confirming nor denying my relationship status.

‘Let’s just say, Joanne sees herself as some sort of Cupid,’ he elaborated. ‘And when I first moved here, she made it her mission to try and set me up on dates with other Wynbridge singles every night I wasn’t working.’

Given that Jemma had called her ‘Little Miss Matchmaker’ in my presence and Joanne herself had told me that she’d successfully matched three couples up and loved doing it, Ash’s explanation didn’t come as a surprise.

‘That must have been annoying,’ I tutted, thinking how stressful I would have found it. ‘That is, assuming you didn’t want to be set up.’

‘I did not,’ Ash vehemently said. ‘And thankfully, she got the full message in the end.’
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