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  Prologue
Jack had not planned on falling into the haunted well, though in all fairness, he had not planned on being pushed into it either. His fall had been broken by colliding with the stone walls of the well as he fell down it. It was night, and the inside the well was pitch-black, so he was not entirely sure how far he had fallen. All he knew was that it hurt and that he was now completely stuck. Mercifully, the person who had pushed him down the well seemed to have vanished as far as he could tell. 
He had landed with a sound that was more surprised than pained, followed by a silence so complete it seemed even the air was holding its breath. He had lain still for a while, taking stock of his position. The bottom of the well was mercifully dry, though the ground was samp with puddles of what must have been rainwater, one puddle of which had claimed his left elbow. He moved each limb in turn, relieved to find that nothing seemed to be broken. He concluded, not without gratitude, that bouncing off the walls on the way down had probably saved him, but had done little for his dignity, not to mention the inevitable bruises and scrapes that were already stinging in several places.
Once he had recovered from the shock of being thrown down the well, he rationalised how long it would be before he would be rescued. Searching through his scorched jacket, he found that, thankfully, his phone was not damaged, but there was no signal here, so, apart from using it as a torch, it was utterly useless. 
He held on to the thought that it was the middle of the night and so, logically, all he had to do was wait for it to get light. Surely someone would look for him? As he waited, however, his morale began to plummet. The cold had settled in him so profoundly that warmth now felt like nothing more than a memory.
The walls of the well sweated. That was the only way Jack could describe it. The stones were slick and glistening; the moisture clinging to them like breath on glass. When he pressed his back against them, they felt almost alive, clammy and indifferent, like the flesh of something that didn’t care whether he lived or died.
His only light came from his phone’s torch. At first, he had been methodical, clever even, by turning the torch app on for a few minutes, and then off again, saving what charge of the dwindling battery that he could. But the darkness had rules of its own, and one of them was doubt. Does switching it on and off use more power than leaving it running? Does the screen turning on and off kill the battery faster? He wasn’t an engineer; he was a man who had been thrown down a well. So he sat there, arguing with himself, flicking it on and off, until the panic built like pressure in his chest, and he surrendered, letting the light burn continuously just to keep the dark from swallowing him whole.
Now the battery was almost gone. A single red sliver, the warning blinking like a pulse about to stop. Jack switched it off for the last time, whispering a small, foolish prayer to nothing at all. The dark closed around him like a mouth. He thought he understood darkness before that moment, but this was something else. It was total, crushing, absolute. Even the shadows had fled. He could hear only the slow rhythm of drips, the thud of his heartbeat in his ears, and the whisper of his own breath bouncing back from the stone. He could imagine anything in the dark: rats, insects, a hand settling gently on his shoulder. He smiled in the dark at that last thought. It was a haunted well, after all.
He lost his sense of himself for a while. The black pressed against his eyelids until he wasn’t sure if they were open. His thoughts slowed, looping uselessly, and so he settled down to just wait.
The last hour before dawn was the worst. The temperature dropped further; the mud gnawed at his boots, and the ache in his legs grew into a slow, burning throb. His bruises ached, and his teeth chattered with the cold. Time became elastic, stretching, then snapping back. Jack found himself talking aloud simply to hear a voice, any voice. He told stories, half-remembered from childhood, nonsense rhymes, fragments of songs. Sometimes he thought he heard an answer, the scrape of something, the echo of his own mutterings reshaped into words. He told himself not to listen. He listened anyway.
And then, at last, something changed.
At first, it was so faint he thought his eyes were deceiving him. But no, the rim of the well far above began to pale, a ghostly ring softening from black to grey. The circle widened, brightened, shimmered until he knew it was real. Dawn. Sky.
Daylight, after what felt like hours of darkness.
He should have felt joy. He should have shouted, laughed, wept. Instead, dread curdled inside him. The new light revealed what the night had mercifully hidden. The well was deeper than he had imagined. A vertical throat disappearing up into the morning. The stones were slick with moss, black-green and ancient. A few jutted out just enough to tempt the desperate, but most were worn smooth, centuries of water having polished away any hope of gaining a grip.
He had tried climbing out. His hands still stung from it. He looked at them now in the slowly increasing half-light. His skin was scraped raw, knuckles bleeding, dirt worked into every line. He had made it barely six feet before sliding back down, catching himself hard against the ledge. Seeing the climb in daylight, he understood. It was impossible. He would just have to wait to be rescued.
Jack pressed his forehead to his knees. He had shouted for help sporadically, but nobody came. But he knew that as it got light up above, the world was waking. He imagined footsteps crunching on grass, the distant sound of birdsong, someone closing a gate, a car engine turning over. Ordinary life continued, utterly indifferent to him down the well. He might as well have been buried already.
A sudden noise snapped him upright.
At first, it was faint, little more than a suggestion, a soft scuffle from somewhere above, the scrape of something against stone. His heart thudded painfully. He tilted his head back, staring up into the white circle of sky. “Hello?” His voice came out raw, cracking on the first syllable. He coughed, tried again. “Hello! Down here! Can you hear me?”
The sound paused. The well threw echoes around like cruel jokes; it was impossible to ascertain direction. Jack held his breath, listening, certain he had imagined it. Then it came again, a distinct scuffling, pebbles tumbling, the faint rattle of grit sliding down the inner wall. Something was moving up there. Something alive.
Adrenaline burst through him. He stood. “Help! I’m down here! Please!” His shout bounced back at him, fractured and hollow, but he didn’t care. He kept calling, again and again, until his throat burned and the taste of metal filled his mouth.
And then a shadow passed across the light. A shape leaned over the rim, blotting out a slice of the sky. A head, a face. Someone looking down. Relief hit him so hard his knees nearly gave way. Someone had found him. By chance or miracle, he was now not alone.
Jack stumbled towards the centre of the bottom of the well, arms raised. “Here! I’m here! For God’s sake, help me!” The echo distorted his words, throwing them back at him, but he didn’t stop. “Please! You have to…”
The figure moved closer to the edge. Light spilt around it, catching its outline. Jack squinted upward, desperate to see. And then he froze.
Recognition struck like ice.
It wasn’t a person.
It was Dave.
The only problem was that Dave was a dog.






  
  Chapter 1
Three Months Earlier…
Jack Harland had never realised that being dismissed could be quite so polite. There were no slammed doors, no shouting, no security guard escorts to the pavement. Just a meeting invite, a glass-walled office, and two middle managers armed with a script about “restructuring.” The term was meant to sound modern, clean, and sensible, like a new haircut. It didn’t. It sounded like the death rattle of something that had once mattered. 
They explained with evident relief that his position “no longer aligned with the organisation’s strategic direction.” Jack had listened as one might listen to the shipping forecast, faintly mesmerised by the tone, barely interested in the content. When they stopped speaking, he thanked them, stood up, and carried his twelve years of service to the lift in a cardboard box.
Inside the box were a wilting Aspidistra, a mug in the shape of a flamingo, and a stapler that had worked only in theory. As he left the building, the revolving doors hissed behind him, and Jack had the uneasy feeling that both he and they were sighing with relief.
He paused on the pavement, watching the city swirl around him, and waited for emotion to arrive. It didn’t. He wasn’t angry, heartbroken, or especially surprised. Just… emptied out. He knew he should feel anger, but somehow just could not summon it. He had seen his redundancy coming for months. The offices of the Norwood Advertiser had once been but part of a small but bustling paper; lately, it had been little more than a collection of glowing screens and desperate optimism. That was all he could see of it, anyway. Whether it was the truth of the matter or not, he no longer cared.
The classifieds, his personal kingdom, had been the first to fall. Once, he had sorted envelopes containing hand-written adverts for lost cats, rusty bicycles, and “uncomplicated companionship.” Then came email submissions, followed by automated uploads, and then algorithms that did the job better and more cost-effectively. He’d been replaced by something that didn’t eat sandwiches or stare out of the window at four o’clock.
When he reached his flat that evening, the silence met him like an unwelcome relative. He placed the Aspidistra on the sill, made tea without conviction, and stood staring at the kettle as though expecting it to explain what to do next.
For several days, he drifted. Morning blurred into afternoon, and afternoon into Homes Under the Hammer repeats. He discovered that people could be moved to tears by laminate flooring and that auctions and  jumble sales were apparently a national sport. He ordered food in cardboard boxes and congratulated himself if he remembered to shower before lunch.
His mother phoned regularly from Yorkshire, her voice brisk and unrelenting. “You’ll find something,” she said. “You’re clever. You’ve got a way with words.”
Jack made a noise of polite agreement and stared at the powered-down laptop on his table.
She rang again a week later. “You should invest the payout, love. Buy somewhere. Property’s always safe. Maybe a little cottage. Somewhere quiet. It’ll give you a project.”
He thanked her and changed the subject. The word project made him itch. Projects were for people who bought glue guns and subscribed to magazines with names like Practical Living. He didn’t even own a screwdriver that matched his screws.
But the seed had been planted. One damp Thursday evening, with nothing on television except repeats of other people’s better decisions, he opened a property website. He told himself it was only curiosity.
The first listings were offensively dull. Beige boxes described in beige language: 'modern open-plan living', 'neutral décor' and 'excellent transport links'. Jack wanted none of it. He wanted walls that creaked, floors that complained, and roads that led nowhere. He adjusted the search settings, removing words like "modern" and "contemporary" as if erasing bad habits.
That was when he found it.
Jackdaw Cottage – Thistledene Parva.
The photographs were poor. A low, red-brick building crouched behind an overgrown hedge, ivy climbing the chimney like a slow invasion. The windows were small and fogged; the door was slightly crooked. The listing described it as “a charming period property requiring sympathetic restoration.” Jack read it twice and translated: a wreck, but a polite one.
He zoomed out on the map. Thistledene Parva was a dot adrift between other dots, the kind of place where postmen relied on instinct and memory. The surrounding green suggested fields, and the single road leading in before meandering back out of the other side of the village suggested peace.
He phoned the estate agent the next morning. A young man answered with the bright voice of someone being paid to sound awake. “Jackdaw Cottage! Lovely little place. Loads of potential. Real gem.”
Jack asked, “Is it structurally sound?”
“Perfectly solid,” came the cheerful reply. “Just needs a bit of TLC.”
He arranged to view it that Saturday.

      [image: ]The drive out of the city took longer than expected. Traffic bunched at every roundabout; lorries loomed like slow disasters. Eventually, the motorways and then the dual carriageways gave up, and the road narrowed to hedgerows and reluctant tarmac. Jack wound down the window. The air smelled of soil and wood smoke and the distant hint of manure, the honest perfume of the countryside.
He had printed directions, having long since stopped trusting his phone to find a signal in any rural area. The map led him through villages that seemed to have misplaced their residents. He passed a post office that looked, from the outside at least, smaller than his bathroom, a pub called The Wheatsheaf with its sign hanging at a thoughtful angle, and a bus stop where an elderly man sat as if waiting for last year’s bus.
After several miles, a wooden sign announced ‘Thistledene Parva – Please Drive Carefully’.
The main street was a single lane flanked by cottages with names instead of numbers: Rosemary, The Old Forge, Cornerways.
Jack slowed instinctively. The village wasn’t so much picturesque as stubbornly itself. To an American, it would have been “adorable.” To most Britons, “quaint.” To Jack, it looked reassuringly remote.
The estate agent was waiting at the gate of the cottage, hair plastered by drizzle, smile refusing to die. “Mr Harland! Lovely day for it!”
Jack looked up at the low clouds. “If you like grey.”
“Characterful weather,” the man said gamely. “Adds charm to the place.”
The gate creaked as they entered. Moss had colonised the path, and the front garden appeared to have surrendered to nettles. The house itself looked slouched somehow; relaxed, as though tired but unwilling to sit down.
“Jackdaw Cottage,” the agent announced with pride. “Nineteenth century. Full of potential.”
Inside, the air smelt faintly of dust and varnish. The sitting room contained a bricked-up fireplace, a single chair, and the ghost of a rug. Upstairs, the wallpaper had faded to the colour of old tea. In the smaller bedroom, a cracked jug stood on the windowsill, half-full of water.
Jack ran a hand along the banister and felt it tremble. “Does it come with ghosts, or are they optional extras?”
The agent laughed nervously. “Plenty of character, as I said.”
He talked of 'good bones', 'cosmetic updating', and 'scope for improvement'. Jack nodded and looked out of the window. Beyond the hedge lay a field and, beyond that, a horizon unbothered by too many buildings.
He liked it immediately. Not the damp or the dust or the sense that the stairs might one day give way beneath him, but the stillness. It was as though the cottage had given up trying to impress anyone. That, he thought, was refreshingly honest.
“How’s the roof?” he asked.
“Perfectly serviceable. A few loose tiles, nothing more.”
“And the wiring?”
“Vintage.”
“Meaning old.”
“Meaning proven.”
Jack smiled. He had already decided to buy it.
When they stepped back outside, the drizzle had thinned to mist. The cottage looked smaller than it had from the road, a little defeated but not beaten. A bird – perhaps a jackdaw – cawed from the chimney. The sound was abrupt, like punctuation.
“I’ll take it,” Jack said.
The agent blinked. “Really?”
“Really.”
“Splendid. You’ll love it here. Wonderful community.”
Jack nodded. “I was hoping it wouldn’t have one.”
The agent pretended not to hear and began promising to “expedite the paperwork.” Jack barely listened. He was watching the way the mist curled around the hedgerows, the slow tilt of the light over the fields. As he stood taking this all in, something in him unclenched.
He drove home slowly, the sat-nav directing him back towards the noise. At one point, he pulled into a lay-by to look at the photographs he’d taken. They were all crooked, badly lit, and unhelpful, yet he couldn’t stop looking at them. The place was imperfect in a way that felt almost human.

      [image: ]Over the next few weeks, the purchase crept forward. Solicitors corresponded in an ancient dialect of delay. Surveys revealed nothing surprising except that the roof was, in fact, “tired.” Jack imagined it lying down for a rest. He filled out forms, signed papers, and transferred large sums of money, enough to make his palms sweat.
Selling his flat proved more painful. The estate agent, a woman called Carly who had teeth like optimism, insisted on describing his flat as 'a perfect starter home'. She used phrases like 'flooded with natural light', and 'compact but cosy,' which Jack privately translated as 'small but not dark'.
Potential buyers wandered through, polite and unimpressed. One young couple whispered in the hallway as if discussing an unappetising menu. “We could knock through,” the man said. “It might make sense as a rental.” Jack had wanted to inform them that the only thing worth knocking through was themselves, but he smiled and said nothing.
Eventually, someone offered slightly less than the asking price, and Jack accepted at once. He had stopped caring about the numbers. He just wanted to leave.
Packing took longer than expected. Years of inertia had filled the flat with debris. Notebooks half-used, receipts for meals he couldn’t remember, letters from people he no longer knew. He filled box after box, labelling them with broad categories like Books, Kitchen, and Mistakes. The Aspidistra went into its own box, a minor miracle still clinging to life.
In the evenings, he sat among the stacks, listening to the sound of the building settling. He had lived there for seven years, yet it already felt like a stranger’s place.
When the sale was finally completed, Jack stood in the middle of the empty flat and felt the odd mix of satisfaction and anticlimax that accompanies the end of anything long delayed. He made tea in a chipped mug, drank it standing up, and thought of all the mornings he’d wasted watching the clock.
The removal men arrived the next day, two cheerful professionals who treated his possessions as a complicated puzzle. They carried the boxes out with the practised rhythm of men who had no further interest in anyone’s sentimental attachments. By mid-afternoon, the boxes were gone and the flat was stripped bare.
Jack signed their clipboard, tipped them more than necessary, and watched their van disappear around the corner. The silence that followed was immense. He wandered through the rooms once more, touching the walls as if to apologise.
There was a patch of lighter paint where a bookshelf had been, and faint indentations in the carpet marking the shape of his old furniture. The kitchen smelled faintly of coffee and the ghosts of past dinners. He thought of all the evenings spent here, the hours of television, the takeaways, the drafts of unwritten stories, and felt both gratitude and faint embarrassment.
He washed his mug, dried it, and placed it carefully in the last open box. Then he picked up the Aspidistra, now drooping like a survivor of minor warfare, and tucked it into the back seat of his car.
The boot was already packed: food for two days, bedding, a kettle, a lamp, a toolbox (unused and likely to remain so), and a single bottle of whisky “for emergencies.” The passenger seat held a folder of documents and a printed map with a pink highlighter line snaking towards the unknown.
Jack looked around the empty room one last time. He had expected a cinematic swell of emotion, perhaps a flash of memory or a pang of doubt. Instead, he felt a calm detachment, as though the place had already forgotten him. He heard voices from the past echoing around the empty rooms. Laughter and love, yearning and then, finally, silence. He closed his eyes for a moment to block them out. To forget. Once they were silent once more, he continued leaving.
He locked the door, slid the keys through the letterbox, and listened to them clatter on the floor inside. That small metallic sound – brief, ordinary - felt more final than any farewell.
Outside, the afternoon light had softened, turning the street a colour somewhere between silver and surrender. Jack stood beside the car, hands in his pockets, and looked up at the windows that had once framed his life. They stared back blankly, already neutral, as though waiting for someone else’s curtains.
He climbed into the driver’s seat. The car smelled faintly of dust and upholstery cleaner. The Aspidistra trembled behind him, wedged among boxes, an unwilling passenger. On the passenger seat lay a note from his mother, sent with a care parcel of biscuits: ‘Good luck, love. Remember to eat vegetables. And keep receipts for everything’.
Jack smiled, folded the note into the glove box, and started the engine. The radio came alive with static before finding a station, some cheery presenter talking about commuter traffic on roads he would never take again.
He let the car idle for a moment. The fuel gauge hovered just above the halfway mark. Outside, the street was quiet: a cat stretched on a garden wall, a neighbour’s curtain twitched, somewhere a door closed.
Jack took a breath, steady and deliberate. Ahead of him lay two hours of road, a cottage that needed saving, and, perhaps, the rest of his life waiting politely to begin.
He checked the mirrors, eased the gearstick into first, and paused.
Just for a moment longer, he sat there, listening to the engine hum and the faint ticking of the dashboard clock. Then he smiled a small, private smile and rested his hand on the wheel. He paused, leaning forward to glance up at the first floor window as if expecting a cheery goodbye wave. There was of course no such thing. Just a memory of one. He sighed, leaning back into the car seat.
Soon, he would arrive in Thistledene Parva. Now, he was simply a man ready to leave. Jack released the handbrake and drove away.






  
  Chapter 2
Jack drove through the village of Thistledene Magna. It was pouring with rain, the windscreen wipers on full as the near-horizon sheets of rain battered against the windscreen. It was just starting to get dark, and he had just collected the keys from the estate agents for the house. Soon there, he thought, thankful for the heater in the car that was doing its best to dry his soaked coat. He had stepped out of the car for only a few minutes. No more than a trip across the road to the Parr and Co offices, and he was drenched. It seemed to Jack that Susan, his second contact at the estate agent’s, seemed to be keen to keep him talking, or perhaps that was just her way. He had only met her once before when he had re-visited the house, when he had last seen it.
Then she had been all business and sales talk. ‘Ripe for doing-up’, ‘lots of potential’ and ‘much sought-after’ had been several of the phrases that he seemed to recall from that visit. She had been right about one thing, though. The cottage certainly needed a lot of work, but he had been pleased to find that structurally, at least, everything seemed in place. A full survey a few weeks later had confirmed this, which set his mind at rest. Cosmetic changes were fine. He had no fear of having to swap things around, sort out the furnishings and so forth, but putting up a new roof or guttering was way outside of his comfort zone.
From then on, it had been all systems go, and he smiled as he drove along. He was finally doing it! He had not been quite as confident in the early hours for the last few weeks. He had no doubt that it was a significant change. But he looked forward to kick-starting his life again. Meeting new people. Putting the past behind him. He looked forward to exploring the local countryside. More importantly, he looked forward to writing something he was passionate about. Not a classified advertisement in sight.
He found the road out of Thistledene Magna and pointed the car west towards the smaller village of Thistledene Parva. The names had meant nothing to him at first, but upon his visit to the house, Susan had been keen to educate him.
“You have to break it down,” she had smiled as they stood on the threshold of the cottage, her with the keys in her hand and him with an information leaflet that she had handed to him when he had first arrived.
“Thistledene, for example,” she had said. “Probably comes from the Old English word pistel, which means, no surprise, thistles. Dene means a valley or hollow. Again, from the Old English word, Denu. Putting it together makes ‘Valley of Thistles’. Some of the local farmers would be more than happy to educate you on how true that is, I can tell you that for nothing.”
“What about ‘Parva’ and ‘Magna’ though?” he had asked. "Both sound odd."
“Latin,” she had smiled, turning the key in the door. “‘Magna’ means Large, and ‘Parva’ is small.”
“Got it,” he had said. “So Thistledene Magna is bigger, more modern than Thistledene Pava?” Susan had scowled before laughing.
“I’m sorry,” she had said. “There may be something to that, but those from Thistledene Pava definitely don’t see it that way. Especially during the cricket season.”
“Ah,” he had smiled. “Local rivalry.”
“I’ll say. And then some.”
Jack noticed a small sign coming up along the road and, as he reached it, slowed down a little to have a look. The road behind him was completely deserted, with only an infrequent car or farm vehicle passing him from the other direction, too.
‘Thistledene Parva 5 miles’ read the road sign, and Jack found himself smiling. He was almost home. He laughed aloud. Home? He thought for the first time, I guess it is now.
Shortly after, a row of street lamps lit the road ahead as he approached the village. He recalled the map he had looked at before setting out, for the village was so small that even if driving at the speed limit, you could leave the village before you realised that you were already in it.
“Shops,” he said aloud, “The post office should be on my right, and then I should see the church also on the right, a little further along."
He thought that there should be a crossroads with a pub on the corner - the Stag and something. He couldn’t remember the name exactly, but it was bound to be lit up, and there was probably a pub sign too. “Mustn’t turn left there,” he muttered to himself as he passed the first shop on his left. He was driving very slowly now, but he could already see the lampposts ending further along the road on the far side of the village. 
Then the pub appeared on his left, a sign with a stag on it. He had been right. It was at a crossroads. He slowed down even further. There was nothing behind him still, and he did not want to miss the turning.
“Here it is,” he smiled, seeing a lane on his left. Indicating, he turned into the lane. There was no hedge on his left for a while. Before he set out, he looked at a map of the village on Google Maps and noted that the field he was now passing on his left was the village green. 
He had familiarised himself with the entire village via the app on his phone until he had ‘walked virtually’ through the entire village in 3D view so many times he thought perhaps he could do the walk in his sleep. The reality of actually being there, though, was completely throwing him. There was a large house on his right, and he slowed as ahead he saw his cottage appear through what was now almost complete darkness. There were no streetlights along this lane. They seem to have been confined to just the central area of the road through the village. The shops and the pub.
On his right, he passed a large house and, a little further along, he finally saw his house. A tide of emotions rose in him as he pulled up to the kerb and stopped. He was pleased to have arrived and excited about moving, but there was still an element of trepidation. Everything just seemed so new. A little hand-painted sign sat in the centre of the gate. ‘Jackdaw Cottage, ’ it read. Jack smiled at the play on his name. It was what had caught his eye the first time he had seen the house on the estate agent’s website. It just felt right somehow.
The house was fading into what was now night. It was detached and stood a little way back from the kerb. A small gate led up to the path, and beside it, a longer wrought-iron gate opened up the drive. He had quite a few boxes to carry in, so Jack got out of the car and opened the gate wide. It creaked a little as he did so. Some WD40 on that tomorrow, he thought, trying to remember which box the WD40 was in as he went back to the car, backed it up a little and then drove into the drive.
He stopped the engine and got out, heading for the front door with his keys in his hand. Turning the key in the lock, the door swung open. He felt around on the wall beside the door and flicked on a switch. A dull light shone down above the door, and now that he could see inside, he put the hall light on.
He looked down the short hall, the kitchen beyond that, currently in darkness.
I’m home, he thought, trying to put all thoughts of loneliness and his old life behind him and began unloading the car.






  
  Chapter 3
Jack waved the removal van away and stopped on the path as it turned left out of his drive and into the lane. It was a hard turn for a large wagon, as the lane was so narrow, but somehow they managed it. He gave the van a last wave and went back inside the house. 
The day had dawned warm and bright, bold strips of sunlight breaking through the front room window where he had spent the night wrapped up in a sleeping bag. It had been cold at night, as Spring had only just begun, but the early morning had been much brighter. However, when he had opened the back door and sat on the step drinking his tea, there was still a cold bite to the air, despite the sunshine.
He looked at the boxes stacked in the hall and pushed past them and went into the front room, where even more boxes were stacked. He rolled up his sleeping bag and threw it on the settee, which had been left pushed up against the back wall. Going back out into the hall and then into the kitchen, there were even more boxes.
He had been shocked when the removal men had pulled up and opened up the back of the wagon, for he had been sure that his possessions were, at best, minimal. He realised it was a simple mistake to make. A bed, for example, is a place to sleep. A fridge was somewhere to keep food chilled or frozen. But when you break that down into things to move to a new house, it becomes much more complicated. There was food to box up, frozen food to put into freezer boxes, fridge shelves to stack. There were pillows and sheets to bag up, and the bed frame to be broken down. Pillows and bed frames. Food and bed sheets.
He felt that when moving house, belongings seemed to quadruple, and now he was looking at the result of it. Upstairs, he knew, was not quite so bad. There were two bedrooms, but he only intended to use one of them, so the second, smaller bedroom at the back was a handy storage place for boxes for now. There was always the attic, of course, though he had yet to actually look up there as he felt that it would complicate things.
For now, it was a case of emptying boxes room by room to get their contents where they should be, then collapsing and moving the empty boxes to the back bedroom to clear a bit of floor space, and then repeating the process.
So the morning passed. Jack found it helpful to keep a notebook handy - he stuck it into his back pocket with a biro - so he could jot down anything that came to mind as he wandered around the house emptying boxes. The dining room, he found, was a perfect spot for his bookcases, writing desk, and computer, but that was a major undertaking. Once you involve a computer, it suddenly becomes a tangle of wires and leads, printers, and so on, so that he wasted a good few hours just sorting out his desk, which took up only a small amount of space in the room.
Just after one o’clock, he stopped for lunch. He had brought several more things with him. Essentials, really. There was the kettle. Tea bags. A fresh carton of milk that was now ensconced in the plugged-in fridge, which was buzzing away angrily in the kitchen as it worked hard to drop its temperature.
He had brought a loaf, too, and made himself a few pieces of toast for lunch. He had been working hard and didn’t really feel like eating very much, as he knew the afternoon would be just the same.
His notepad was filling up, too. He realised, a good few hours into setting things up, that he had not yet read the electricity meter, so he went and jotted down the readings in his pad, along with a few other reminders that had occured to him.
The heating was oil-based, so he knew the level of oil in the tank, but had yet to set a date for filling it up to coincide with when he estimated he would need it. Running into the spring would surely mean he used less heating, but it was a new house, and it was hard to tell.
The internet line was scheduled to be installed the next day, so that was in hand. A small pile of letters that had been there when he arrived probably needed addressing. Council tax, and so on. He wasn’t entirely sure what they all were, as he had not opened them yet, having decided that a few days here and there would not make much difference. Once he had eaten his toast and thrown the plate in the sink, he set about putting the bed back together upstairs. He had slept on the floor the night before, and he was not keen to repeat the experience. That done, he unpacked all his coat hangers and threw all his clothes into the built-in wardrobes to get them out of the way. They were quite creased, but he decided they could be ironed as and when he needed them.
He dragged his bedside table into place, unpacked his bedside lamp, duvet and sheets, and once the bed was made, one room was finally complete. Shoving the empty boxes and bags into the back bedroom, he unpacked his toiletries, soap and toothbrush, and set the bathroom out. By four o’clock, he was pleased to realise that upstairs was as good as done.
He headed back downstairs for a celebratory cup of tea and to take stock of the situation. The kitchen was still full of boxes, but he decided to unpack things as needed for now. The living room was a bit of a mess, too, but the dining room just needed the table dragged into where he wanted it, and that was soon done.
He was amazed at how he seemed to take things in his stride. He had uprooted his life, leaving all his history - such as it was - behind him. He paused for a moment, yet another box in his hands. Do your ghosts come with you? He thought. Do they know where to find you if you go away? The thought worried him for a moment, thinking that she would not know where to find him, but he soon forced himself back into action. Silly thoughts, he thought. The only place she is is in my heart. I can always find her there, as long as I make time to think of her.
He shook his head as if trying to physically shake that train of thought from his mind. This was a new place. A new start. Time to start again. With a sigh, he got back to work.
He spent the rest of the day tidying the living room to make it cosy. There was a large log fireplace, but for now, he decided to plug in his portable electric fire. He could educate himself on how to light a proper fire when he had time. It was something he looked forward to, and hopefully by the time it was needed later in the year, he would be a dab hand at it.
By nine o’clock, he was aching from head to foot and so tired he did not feel hungry, so he went to bed, put his head on the pillow and fell fast asleep almost instantly.

      [image: ]Bright sunlight streamed across the bedroom as Jack woke. At first, he was disoriented. He quickly remembered where he was, though, and a tingle of excitement ran through him. There was something else, though. Something he could not quite place that was different. He lay in bed for a while, trying to figure it out. It was then that he realised it was not something that he could hear that was unfamiliar. It was what he could not hear. There was a glorious silence. He could hear birdsong nearby - probably from the garden - and there was a faint burring sound from somewhere distant. He listened carefully. It sounded like a tractor out in the fields, perhaps. But that was all.
Smiling, he rose and eventually made his way downstairs to put the kettle on. He opened the back door and stepped outside whilst it was boiling. He had paid little attention to the garden whilst viewing the house, though he had taken a quick look. It wasn't overgrown, and he was sure the listing mentioned the garden was south-facing, but he couldn't remember for sure. At the moment, the shadow of the house crept halfway up the unkempt lawn. I’ll have to get a lawnmower, he thought. His previous house did not need one, as the outside was entirely concrete. This was a completely different proposition. It was neither a huge garden nor was it small. It probably extended thirty yards to a small wooden fence, and a path ran around the side of the house to the drive at the front. A small concrete shed stood off to one side, and a neglected path ran from the back door to it and into the garden a little way too. 
He walked to the shed and looked through the small window on the side, holding his hand up to the glass to cut down any reflections. However, he could hardly see inside, as the window was covered in cobwebs and was very dusty. He looked at the door. He knew that there was a shed key on the keyring the estate agent had given him, but he changed his mind about looking inside and went back to the house just as the kettle clicked off. He decided the shed could wait for now. No point in getting distracted.
Tea made, he surveyed what he had done so far, and how much he still had left to do, and was pleased when he realised he had broken the back of moving in.
Jack made himself some toast and was eating that when his phone pinged. He checked it and found it was an email reminding him that the internet was due to be installed today, and that an engineer was due to attend the property within the next hour. Jack smiled. He doubted very much that it would be the case. He had experience with internet installation. It very rarely went smoothly, though he was not very concerned. He had lots to be getting on with in the meantime. He fully expected to still be waiting for it to work over the next few days, but he was pleasantly surprised when, right on time, a small van pulled up outside, and the engineer arrived.
“Morning,” he smiled as Jack opened the door. “Broadband and TV installation,” he announced.
“Come in,” said Jack, leading the man into the living room.
“Just moved in?” asked the engineer.
“Yesterday,” smiled Jack as the man began checking for television and phone sockets.
“It’s a pleasant village,” he said as he opened the large black case he had been carrying. “Quiet, and there’s always Thistledene Magna up the hill if you want something a little livelier.” Jack smiled but said nothing. Peace and quiet were fine as far as he was concerned.
“Well, when I say livelier, I mean just a little livelier. They still had a fully working milk bar until last year.”
“Really?” said Jack. “I don’t think anyone lives around here for the nightlife,” laughed Jack, and the engineer smiled.
“Right. I need to get my ladders out for the dish on the wall and drill a hole in the wall to bring the cables indoors. Everything checks out, though. No problems as far as I can see.”
“Great,” smiled Jack. “I’ll make you a cup of tea and leave you to it then,” said Jack. “I’m sure you don’t want me standing over you.”
“Milk and two sugars,” said the engineer as he set about installing everything.
Jack was amazed when, barely an hour later, all his TV channels and the internet connection were working.
“All done,” announced the engineer. He spent a few minutes explaining the peculiarities of the remote control to Jack, but after that, he was on his way again.
“Thanks very much,” said Jack as they stood by the front door.
“Been into the village yet?” asked the engineer. Jack shook his head.
“Not yet. I only got here yesterday, and so far, all I have been doing is unpacking. I will need to get some food in, though. Man cannot live on toast alone.”
The engineer smiled. 
“Word of advice. Shops out here in the countryside don’t keep town hours.”
“In what way?” asked Jack.
“They will sometimes close for dinner. Most of them do that. Also, you will rarely see a store open after six o’clock. Unless it’s the pub, of course.”
“What about Sundays?” asked Jack.
“A few open. The general store, the newsagents. But that’s about it. My advice to you would be to stock up on what you need, and if you do need to top it up, do so on a weekday morning. Most are open then. There is a Tesco Extra in Thistledene Magna as well. It opens every day at 8:00 a.m. and closes at 9:00 p.m. The same hours apply on Sundays as well. Very handy.”
“Thanks,” said Jack. “Good to know.”
The engineer waved and left shortly after. Jack walked back into the living room and turned the TV off. He would not let that distract him today. He pulled his notebook out of his back pocket, sat down and thought about making a small shopping list, bearing in mind what the engineer had told him. Looking around at the unpacked boxes, he reckoned it would take only a few hours to sort out, so he made up his mind. He would take a walk into the village before he did any of that, and familiarise himself with its layout. He glanced at his list and realised that for now, he did not really need anything, as he had now unpacked the contents of his pantry that he had brought with him. He had brought quite a few canned goods with him, pasta, and the like. He checked the bread, and it was still fine. Milk he could do without. He only took it in tea, and his drink of choice was coffee. Black and strong. He sniffed the milk anyway. It was fine. Shopping could wait for now. This was to be just an exploratory jaunt.
The morning sun shone down on Jackdaw Cottage with a brightness that seemed almost mischievous. The sun had leapt up into a clear sky, throwing light across the hedges and fields, and yet the air was keen enough to make Jack’s breath puff white as he stepped outside. A cold start, yes, but not without a promise of warmth. There was a scent in the air, sharp and green, that spoke of winter loosening its grip. He thought of the small signs he had noticed even from his cottage window: the crocus tips poking bravely through the earth, the slight swell in the buds of the hedgerow. Spring was not here, not yet, but it had sent advance messengers.
Jack paused at the gate of the cottage. He had only just moved in, and he had done little more than glance at the village from a distance as he drove through it the night before last. Then it had been raining and nearly dark. Today was different. Today he meant to walk the road itself, to see what it held, to measure it step by step. He closed the gate behind him and placed his hands deep into his jacket pockets, more for warmth than for style. The hedge rustled with sparrows, busy already, chirruping as though holding their own market day.
The lane lifted him gently upwards. The ground was firm; the verges damp but not muddy. Snowdrops gathered in clumps along the edges, their white bells seeming almost to glow against the green. Their nodding heads gave the impression of a crowd whispering encouragement. He noticed too the faint blush of colour in the hawthorn, not yet leaves but that delicate wash that meant leaves were on their way.
The morning had its own soundtrack. A woodpigeon declared itself from a distant tree, repeating its call as if ticking off names on a list. Crows gave out their throaty commentary from higher up, flapping with a slow dignity. Jack’s boots crunched on the gravel, steady and deliberate, the sound keeping time with his thoughts. He had no plan, no errand, only the curiosity to see what lay in the village proper. He felt a strange thrill rise within him. Yes, there were sounds, but they were gentle. The sounds of nature. At the junction of the main road ahead, he saw little traffic; just an occasional car driving past slowly. He pondered that he was now in a place where the pace of life had changed. Everything seemed much more mellow, more measured.
As the lane crested, the view widened. She would have loved this, he thought, and cursed himself, his pace quickening as he banished the rogue thought from his mind. 
Chimneys and rooftops appeared ahead, crouched together in a cluster that promised hearths and chatter. A little smoke rose here and there, curling into the sky in finial blue threads. He caught the faint smell of it. Wood smoke and peat mingled, a scent that made him think of warmth behind closed doors. Beyond stretched the meadows, damp and bright, the grass just beginning to recover from winter.
Turning right, he came to the main road. It did not run straight like a regiment, but bent and leaned like an old friend settling into a chair.
The Village Green, he saw, was surprisingly large – more like a field than a green. It opened suddenly, a patch of grass wide enough for play and gathering. The grass was cropped close, worn at the edges where shortcuts had been taken. A noticeboard stood on one side, papers pinned to it with rusted drawing pins. Jack stopped to study it. There were layers of time upon it: old posters for events that had passed, handwritten cards advertising services, one or two bright new sheets catching the light. He saw word of a spring fair, a jumble sale, and a mention of a choir practice. A notice of a meeting of the local history society. He made a note of that. Sounded interesting. What better way to get the feel of a place than to discover its history?
The variety of notices made him smile. There were two separate advertisements for guitar lessons, both with earnest-looking young men with questionable hair length studiously leaning over their respective guitars. Another was a heartfelt plea for sightings of a lost budgerigar, while another was for a lost cat. Both had pictures. Another was looking for casual employment in what it called ‘field clearing’. Clearing of what it did not say. Jack smiled and walked on.
A mother and two children were running across the green. Their coats flapped, their shouts carried, and their laughter filled the air with energy. A ball shot across the grass, and one child dashed after it, scooping it up without pausing before rejoining the game. The child seemed to bring the green alive, as though it had chosen to host this liveliness as its natural purpose. Jack lingered, taking in the sound and colour, before continuing along the road.
He crossed over the road to the sunny side of the street. The air was still cold in the shade, and the warmer side of the main road seemed a much better proposition. On his right was the pub. A large sign jutted from above the door, reading, “The Stag and Dumpling”. Jack chuckled. What a strange name for a pub! He would have to get to the bottom of that! As it was still early, the pub door was still shut. Large hanging baskets of flowers hung along the length of the pub, small clumps of spring flowers slowly coming to colour inside them. Small rivulets of water ran down from the baskets, making Jack grateful he had crossed the road. They had obviously just been watered, though nobody seemed to be about. Probably used a hose, he thought.
A short walk brought him to the first shop on the other side of the road. It was a small, square building with a large window pressed against the street: The village shop. He slowed, curious. The window offered a display that was half practical, half hopeful. Tins were stacked into pyramids, packets of flour balanced neatly, jars of jam stood like soldiers in rows. A basket of apples rested a little unevenly at one corner. He could smell faint traces of soap, polish, and something sharper, perhaps paraffin. The door creaked as it opened for a passing villager, and Jack caught a wave of mixed scents that confirmed the place held a little of everything. It looked modest but full of promise. Jack caught the shopper's eye and nodded at her with a smile. The woman returned the smile.
“Morning,” he said.
“Lovely day,” said the woman, walking on without waiting for a reply.
Beyond what was now fixed in Jack’s memory as ‘The General Store’, another building announced itself with a bright red pillar box outside: the Post Office. The box gleamed as though polished only yesterday, the paint so red it seemed to carry its own light. The building behind leaned slightly, its paintwork weathered and worn. Jack peered through the glass. Inside, he saw the plain interior, with shelves holding envelopes and paper, and a counter featuring a scale.
A few steps further, and the air changed. A warm gust rolled out from the Village Bakery on the opposite side of the road, and with it came the unmistakable scent of fresh bread. Jack stopped outright, turning his head to look. The door was propped open with a bucket, and from where he stood, he could see rows of loaves cooling on the counter. Their crusts were split and golden, dusted with flour on top. A tray of buns glistened with glaze. His stomach growled so audibly that he laughed under his breath. He had not intended to buy anything, not yet, but the thought of having to pass the bakery on his way back was a temptation in itself. He continued walking.
From there, the houses spaced themselves out. Gaps appeared, and in them he saw stretches of fields. The sound of birds rose stronger here, less muffled by walls. A blackbird sang from a fencepost, its tune liquid and confident, carrying well over the road. Jack slowed to listen. It was a simple refrain, repeated and polished, yet it seemed to carry all the assurance of the season changing.
To his right, a slope lifted, grass cropped short by sheep. He watched them for a moment as they grazed, moving slowly, tails twitching. The hill itself looked plain enough, a modest rise against the sky. He gave it no further thought, for it was only a hill, nothing more.
A little further along, the road bent, and a small lane appeared on his left. A small, hand-painted sign read ‘Carver’s Farm’, though the farm itself was not actually visible. At this point, the road seemed to dwindle. It felt like the natural end of his outward journey.
Ahead of him, a small sign stood by the side of the road. It read, ‘Thistledene Parva. Please drive carefully through our village’. Below it was the number ‘30’ showing the speed limit through the village. Somebody had painted out the word ‘carefully’, Jack noted with a smile, though they hadn’t done an outstanding job of it, as he could still see the letters below easily.
He looked up the empty road ahead. There were no houses on the far side of the road as far as he could see, but ahead on the right, he could see through a thin line of trees what looked like a long slate roof. From across the field, he could just hear children's voices all crying out in laughter and chatter.
Must be a school, he thought. He walked a little further, the voices growing louder as he did so. Soon, it became apparent that it was indeed a school. He could see the chain-link fence at the front and a large sign at the entrance. A few dozen children were playing in the playground. A large tarmac area sat in front of the main building. There were a few swings on the far side and a small slide. Jack glanced at the sign, which read, ‘Thistledene Parva Junior School’.
He smiled at a few fleeting memories of his school days and turned around. He began to head back the way that he had already walked. Satisfied with his walk, he slowed a little, taking in the fresh air and enjoying it rather than rushing. As he left the school behind, the sound of children faded until it was gone entirely.
The return carried a different air. The same sights seemed altered, softened by familiarity. He noticed more detail, more life in the corners. The Post Office looked smaller this time, almost as though it had retreated into itself. Jack carried on, passing the bakery. The smell reached him well before the door. He paused, standing in the warm gust. More loaves had been set on the shelves. He imagined himself carrying one under his arm, tearing off the end when he reached home. He was standing transfixed by the smell of fresh bread and looking into the shop when the cake display caught his eye. He saw chocolate eclairs laid out inside; the chocolate seemed to shine in the morning light. Instantly, his mouth watered. Jack pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and checked inside. A fresh five-pound note jutted from inside. Smiling, he walked into the shop.
A stout, smiling woman stood behind the counter.
“Good morning,” she smiled. Jack smiled back.
“You must be the new owner of Jackdaw Cottage?” She asked.  Jack laughed.
“Jack,” he said, and they exchanged a quick handshake.
“Audrey,” said the woman, leaning on the counter. “Audrey Bunn. Two ‘N’s. As in ‘nonny’. I’ve heard all the jokes already as well.” Jack laughed.
“How did you know my name?” he asked. The woman tapped the side of her nose.
“Small village,” she said. “Kind of appropriate, isn’t it?”
“What is?” asked Jack, completely lost.
“A ‘Jack’ in ‘Jackdaw Cottage’. Almost as if you have come home to roost,” she smiled at her joke. “What can I get for you?”
“Just a chocolate eclair, please,” he said, getting his money ready and trying to ignore the smell of fresh bread.
The woman bagged up the cake, and he paid for it.
“Pleased to meet you, anyway,” she said as he left. “Bread is baked daily. We close for lunch from one until two o’clock and don’t open on Sundays.”
“Thanks,” said Jack, giving her a wave and heading back out to the street. He found himself already opening the bag. The smell of the bakery suddenly made him ravenous. He carried on, shoving the cake into his mouth as he walked along.
He promised himself he would return for some bread either tomorrow or, at the latest, the next day. He now approached The General Store, its name already a fixed thing in Jack’s head, and caught the sunlight; its tins and jars flashed briefly in the sunlight. He saw that the basket of apples had fewer than before; someone had bought some while he was away. A small detail, but it made the village feel alive, shifting and changing even in the short time he had been gone.
The sound of voices drifted ahead, and with it the sight of a painted sign swinging gently above a doorway. It bore the image of a stag, proud and antlered, gazing over a dish from which steam rose. The words beneath named it the Stag and Dumpling Inn. The door stood open, and through it came the warm hum of conversation, the faint glow of firelight, and the scent of wood smoke curling into the air. Jack slowed as he drew near. Luckily, the hanging baskets overhead had stopped leaking, but the pavement below each basket was still dotted with small puddles of water. He managed to resist the temptation of the pub. He had things to do, and there was no rush. It definitely looked homely, though, he thought as he wandered past. The cake was now gone, and he scrunched the bag up into a ball in his hand, carrying it with him as he went.
The pub was on the corner of the lane, and Jack realised that the lane to his left ran parallel to his cottage. On his right, a slightly wider lane led towards the church. From here, he could just see its spire amongst the trees. I didn’t notice that before, he thought. Must investigate that when I get a minute. Crossing over the crossroads, he walked on.
The green spread before him once more. Here, more small children were still playing, their coats flying, their voices high. The ball rolled again, pursued with the same shrieks of laughter. The noticeboard fluttered in the breeze; the papers tugging against their pins. Jack thought all in all, the village green looked much as before, and yet it felt brighter, more welcoming, as though it had warmed to him now that he was retracing his steps through it. A blackbird darted across the road, vanishing into a hedge with a flick of its tail.
He turned left into his lane and saw his house a little way further ahead, past the only other house before it. He had a sudden, strange feeling of coming home. He was surprised, for he had only just arrived, but the sight of the house as he drew nearer filled him with a strange sense of homeliness that he had never experienced before, and most definitely not felt in his previous home. 
He walked up the path, got out his keys and opened the door. 
He was about to close the door when he heard a loud, “Coooeeeeee!” behind him. He turned around to see an older man and woman just opening his gate and smiling at him. The woman was carrying what looked like a dish, draped with a tea towel. They were not looking at him, however, instead concentrating on the new satellite dish that jutted from the wall of the cottage, just below the level of the guttering.
“Hello, love,” said the woman, holding the plate out to him. Jack took it and was surprised to find it was quite heavy.
“I’m Barbara,” she said, holding her hand out. Jack awkwardly
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