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“Thanks again for coming to the school last month,” Miss Avery said as she got into Reggie’s luxury vehicle.  “After your talk, half my class decided they want to be real estate agents when they grow up.”

“Interested in the housing market, are they?”

“No, they’re interested in money,” Miss Avery said with a nervous smile.  “Sorry, was that rude?  I didn’t mean it in a greedy way. Only, you know how it is in a low-income neighbourhood: money is the way out.”

In fact, Reggie wasn’t the least bit familiar with low-income neighbourhoods.  When she’d agreed to talk to Miss Avery’s class, she hadn’t realized quite where the school was situated.  She’d ended up parking her Lexus blocks away and clutching her purse close to her body as she walked toward the place.  

When the kids assumed she’d grown up “around here” she let them believe the lie.  Better than admitting she’d grown up with the upper middle class version of a silver spoon in her mouth.  What kind of a role model would she be then?

“There’s only so much the kids will believe, coming from a white teacher,” Miss Avery went on.  “But when we have successful black speakers come into the school to talk about their achievements, that’s when the students really light up.  That’s when they start to believe they can do anything they set their minds to.”

Reggie forced her trademarked real estate agent smile and said, “Glad I could be of service, Miss Avery.”

“We’re not in school,” Miss Avery tittered.  “Please, call me Leah.  And I should also be thanking you for picking me up first thing on a Saturday morning.  I’m sure you’ve got better things to do with your time than driving me out to the boonies to show me this house.”

“My top priority is to take care of my clients,” Reggie said, by rote.  “Oh, I almost forgot: I picked up a latte for each of us.  Yours is just there in the cup holder.”

Miss Avery, Leah, reacted as though this were the kindest gesture any human had ever performed for her.  “Oh gosh, that’s so sweet of you!  Thank you so much!”  Opening her tote bag, she brought out a cake tin.  “I baked cranberry-lemon scones for the drive, if you’d like one.”

“Maybe once we’re on the highway,” Reggie replied.

“What?” Leah asked.  “You’re smirking.”

“Am I?  I didn’t realize.”

“Why are you smirking?”

The sparrow of a woman seemed terribly self-conscious, and Reggie could only apologize.  “It’s lovely that you bake scones in your spare time.”

“That’s not all I do,” Leah spoke up.  The way she said it gave the impression that she was about to admit to some kind of lascivious pastime, but what she said, in fact, was: “I do a lot of sewing, too.  Sewing and knitting.  I made this dress I have on, and the shawl as well.”

Reggie glanced at the adorable A-line cut in a subdued fabric: creamy roses on a beige background.  Over her shoulders, Leah wore a knitted garment, dusty rose, something like a cape, but with scalloped edges that only just concealed her shoulders and the tops of her arms.  It tied together in the front with a shiny pink ribbon.  Very pretty indeed.  The outfit matched strangely well with her baby-fine ginger hair.

“Well, with all your baking and sewing you’ll fit right in where we’re headed.  The property might be secluded, but it’s situated near a small town that’s known for its local crafters. There’s a built-in community for you to participate in, if you so choose.”

“Hmm,” Leah replied non-committedly.  She picked up her latte, took a sip, and made a delicious savouring noise that led Reggie to wonder if the teacher had never tried a latte before.  “Well, now, this is delicious!  I’m guessing this is something you won’t get in a small town.”

“On the contrary,” Reggie replied.  “I know of a quaint little bookshop equipped with an Italian espresso-maker.”

“Sounds wonderful,” Leah said.  “I’m looking for a slower pace of life.”

“Perfect.  That’s precisely where I’m taking you: the world capital of the slower pace of life.”

Leah smiled half-heartedly, and Reggie couldn’t help wondering what was the matter.  “We’re on the highway now.  Time for me to try one of your scrumptious scones!”

That brightened the mood.  Leah opened her cake tin and handed Reggie a scone.  “I brought napkins too, because of crumbs.”

“Cloth napkins for a car ride?  Now we’re really getting fancy!”

“I made them myself,” Leah said shyly.

“The napkins?” Reggie asked, maybe a little too loudly.

Miss Avery offered a little laugh.  “You weren’t at all surprised that I made this dress, but you’re blown away by napkins?  That either means I did a very poor job on the dress or a very superior job on the napkins.”

“The dress is lovely,” Reggie cut in.  “I guess I’m just not used to being around people who make things. In my circle of friends—and clients—it’s designer purses, designer shoes.”

“Oh, that’s not me at all,” Leah said.  “Sorry, was that rude?  I didn’t mean it rude.  Designer looks very good on you.  Your dress is smashing.  I’m sure I could never make anything like that.  I love the colour.  Orange really suits you.  And I love the way it hugs your curves.  Not that I’m looking!  I mean, you’re lucky to have curves.  Not a lot of curves.  Just enough.  Should I put this napkin in your lap?  Here, I’ll just lay it out on your thigh like that.  There you go.  Sorry.”

Reggie smiled warmly at her babbling client, and then took a bite of scone.  “Now this is delicious, Miss Avery.  You could sell these. They’re that good.”

“I hope to.  And, please, call me Leah.  Almost nobody does anymore.  My students, coworkers, everyone calls me Miss Avery.  I miss being Leah.  Please call me Leah.”

“My apologies,” Reggie offered.  “You won’t have to tell me again.  From now on, you’re Leah.”

“I hope to sell a lot of things when I move out of the city,” Leah went on.

“Move out of the city?” Reggie asked.  “I thought we were looking at a summer home.  I didn’t realize you were planning to relocate entirely.”

It was like a birdsong when Leah Avery laughed.  “A summer home?  You think I can afford a summer home on what I earn?  No, I’m picking up sticks.  That’s the plan.”

“Have you found a teaching job out where we’re headed?”

“I haven’t looked.  My plan is to give up teaching, at least for a little while.  Maybe I’ll go back to it at some point, but the honest truth is that I’ve been having some issues.  Anxiety issues.  I just don’t think I’m the best person to be in charge of thirty kids day in, day out.”

Reggie’s heart softened.  “I’m sorry to hear that, Leah.  While we’re exploring new living spaces, please let me know if there’s anything I can do to make the process easier for you.”

“Thanks, but I’m very comfortable with you.  From the moment I met you, I knew you were the kind of person I could take a long car drive with and not feel awkward.  I hope that doesn’t sound creepy.”

“It doesn’t.  Not at all.”

“This is a very delicious latte, by the way.”

“This is a very delicious scone.”  Reggie took her eyes off the road just long enough to meet the young teacher’s hopeful gaze.  “Very thoughtful of you to bake for our journey.”

“Oh, I love baking.  I find it very soothing.  Same with sewing, knitting, anything I can do with my hands.”

“I’ve always toyed with the idea of knitting.  Maybe I should give it a try.”

“Oh, you should.  You should. It’s so relaxing.”  After a pause, Leah said, “I can teach you if you want.”

Reggie felt strangely honoured by the offer.  “That would be... I would like that, thanks.”

She caught a brief glimpse of a smirk on Leah Avery’s lips, and the expression suited her very much.

“You mentioned about local crafters,” Leah went on.  “That’s what I want to do when I move.  That’s what I want to do for a living.  I can sell stuff online, but there’s something really nice about the idea of putting my precious creations in the basket of my bicycle and cycling down the lane to the local shops.  ‘Here’s what I’ve made. Yours to sell.’  Tourists will come by in the summer, they’ll come to town to escape the city, and they’ll buy potholders and dish cloths and aprons and such, and that’ll keep a roof over my head.”

“A precious dream indeed.”

“And I’ll plant a garden and grow my own vegetables.  I’ll buy a bunch of mason jars and put up preserves.  I’ll have enough to last me all year ‘round.  Life will be peaceful, just me and Xavier.”

“Xavier?” Reggie asked, spitting the name so rudely she didn’t know how to recover.

Leah laughed.  “My cat.”

“Oh!  Xavier’s a cat.”  It was the curious cat in Reggie, not the real estate professional, who asked, “You won’t get lonely, living on your own in a remote location?”

When Leah didn’t answer, Reggie felt churlish for asking.

“I’m sorry,” Reggie offered.  “I live alone, and I never get bored.  I’ve always got something on the go.  If I slowed down, took a day off once in a while, maybe then I’d find myself at loose ends.  But I like my work.  I enjoy matching people with properties.  Well, you know all this—it’s what I told your class.”

“I will miss having kids in my life,” Leah said.  “Their energy floats me up when I’m feeling low.  Even children who face huge challenges in life, they face those challenges with such hope for the future.”

When Reggie thought back to that classroom full of attentive little looks, she felt a twist in her gut.  “I’ve got to come clean about something.”

Leah looked positively frightened.

“Don’t worry, I’m not a serial killer.”  Wrapping what was left of her scone in the napkin, Reggie said, “When your kids, your class, when they assumed I came from their neighbourhood... I let them believe that was true.  But it wasn’t.  I’d never been to their neighbourhood before that day.  To tell you the truth, I was scared to set foot in that school of yours, when I realized where it was.”

Ignoring Reggie’s true confession, Leah said, “Yeah, they’re great kids.  They really enjoyed your talk.  Now they’re speculating on when the bottom will fall out of the condo market.  They bring in the real estate section from the free paper every Wednesday, and I give them ten minutes at the start of class to talk about houses.”

“Sounds like I’ll have some stiff competition in fifteen or twenty years,” Reggie said with a laugh.  “Also sounds like you really love kids.  Even if you need a break from the responsibility of teaching, you could look into volunteering at the local school once you move.”

“That’s a good idea,” Leah said, somewhat forlornly.

As they drove down the highway, Reggie got a sneaking feeling that Leah wasn’t entirely sure if small town life was right for her.  It wasn’t
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