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Foreword
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Every story leaves a trace.
The land holds it in its stones, its furrows, its silence after the rain.
At Ashmore Grange, those traces never truly fade.
Time has softened the edges of what once was, but the echoes remain — the laughter, the labour, the love that shaped its fields and the people who called it home.
What began as one family’s struggle became the soil of another’s beginning.
Lives overlap here, like roots beneath the earth, unseen yet bound together.
This is not just a story of love and consequence, of choices made and debts repaid.
It is about the pull of belonging — how some places hold on to us long after we’ve stopped trying to hold them.
Some inherit land.
Others inherit a legacy.
And a few, without ever meaning to, inherit both.

FROM THE AUTHOR OF
A Long Road Home
FIFTY BALES OF HAY AND A PAIR OF JODHPURS
The story continues on Dean’s Hill, where the old farmhouse — now known as
Ashmore Grange — waits patiently for its next chapter.
New owners will arrive, new lives will take root, and the echoes of those who came before will stir once more between its walls.
Desire. Guilt. Legacy. Redemption.
Some places never forget...
“The land remembers. The blood remembers. The work continues.”
Inscription found at Ashmore Grange
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PROLOGUE
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Deans Hill — The Inheritance

The farm seemed too big for just three people, but Julie felt its quiet strength the first time she stepped inside. Giles saw fields full of promise and fertile Kentish soil; Johnny, barely thirteen, saw space to run, work, and belong.
The scent of earth and freshly cut grass filled his world, and from that moment on, he was never far from the fields.
He learned quickly — how to repair a fence, read the weather in the wind, and work the land with Giles until his hands were as calloused as his stepfather’s. The boy had a natural talent.
“He’s happiest when he’s out there,” Julie said one evening, watching her son from the kitchen window.
“Better that than the crowd he was running with before,” Giles replied, though worry lingered behind his smile.
“He’s changing, though,” Julie said softly. “There’s something different in him lately — a distance I can’t reach.”

Giles nodded, his brow furrowing. “He’s growing up fast. Maybe faster than we’d like.”

For a while, the farm prospered. Then came the restlessness.
By twenty, Johnny had inherited more than LeeRoy’s eyes; he had his father’s hunger for speed and risk. Engines, tractors, anything that roared — it all gave him the rush he sought and drowned out the quiet thoughts that sometimes haunted the old house.
Sometimes Julie saw him standing by the gate at dusk, staring toward the distant fields.
“You all right, love?” she’d ask.
He would blink, shake his head. “Yeah. Thought I heard someone call me.”

“Who?”

“Didn’t sound like anyone I know.”

“Maybe it’s the wind again,” she said gently, but her voice held a tremor. “You scare me when you talk like that.”

Johnny smiled faintly. “Don’t worry, Mum. It’s just the fields talking back.”

That spring, the fields seemed smaller to Johnny — or maybe he had simply outgrown them. He worked from first light, the engine roaring, his shirt clinging to him with dust and heat. When the tractors fell silent, he would take his motorbike up the lane toward the ridge, chasing the wind as though it might carry him somewhere new. Julie said he drove too fast; Giles said he worked too hard. Both were right.

“He’ll burn himself out one day,” Giles muttered, watching him tear up the lane.

Julie’s hand found his arm. “He just needs to find what he’s looking for.”

The summer of his twenty-second year was dry and bright. Johnny drove the big tractor up the north field alone, racing the storm that gathered over the ridge.

The air was thick with heat, and the sky was bruised at the edges. He shifted gears and felt the machine respond beneath him, steady and powerful. Thunder rolled along the ridge, chasing him as he worked the clutch and sped up the tractor. The smell of wet dust rose off the tires, sharp and electric, as the first drops hit his arms like sparks. He grinned at the sky as if daring it to catch him — and then it did. 

The front wheel hit a rut, jolting him sideways. He fought the steering, the engine screaming, the world turning to blur. For one bright second, the fields were white with rain and light — and then the sound became all there was.

When the rain broke, the ground turned slick, and the weight of the machine carried him sideways into the ditch. The crash was heard half a mile away.

Julie never recovered. After the funeral, she wandered the house for days, touching his things, listening for his footsteps on the stairs. When she could no longer bear it, she left for Spain, leaving Giles to close the shutters.

He stood by the gate long after the hearse had gone, the rain turning his coat dark and heavy. One hand rested on the wood as if he could still steady the world by touch. Behind him, the house gave a single, slow creak — a sound so small it might have been the walls remembering who they’d lost.

The sale never happened. No one wanted the house; people said it felt cold even in the summer.

Within a few years, ivy covered the gates, the hedges grew wild, and the farmhouse began to fade into the hillside.

Sometimes, on still mornings, neighbours swore they saw a figure by the gate — a young man with rain-dark hair, standing as if waiting for someone to call him in.

But Johnny never left.

The Grange had taken him, the way it always took what it loved.

And somewhere beneath the soil and stone, a quiet voice whispered: Return.
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CHAPTER ONE - The Meadow
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At 7 p.m., the sun lowered itself toward the horizon, bathing a wide meadow in a soft golden light that warmed the tall grasses and the line of trees along the border.

The air was cool but gentle, carrying the faint fragrance of late-blooming wildflowers — clover, lavender, and a hint of honeysuckle. The scent drifted and lingered, rising in lazy spirals that caught the light before dissolving into the dusk.

A mild breeze wandered through the meadow, bending seed heads and stirring a quiet rustle in the leaves of nearby oaks and maples. The grass moved like a tide, each slow wave catching a glimmer of light before settling back into shadow.

Birds called to one another as they settled for the night, their songs weaving through the steady hush of evening. A blackbird’s final note lingered, clear and solitary, before fading into the gentle chorus of the hedgerows.

A distant stream added a low, steady murmur, barely louder than the sigh of wind through the grass. Every few moments, the water caught the glow of the sky, turning it to a silvery hue.

Along a narrow footpath at the meadow’s edge, a lone hiker moved at an easy pace, their figure small against the vast glow of the setting sun. The rhythm of their steps fell into harmony with the land itself — a quiet heartbeat that neither hurried nor paused.

They passed the old stile where ivy had begun to creep between the boards, and paused a moment, resting a hand on the weathered post. The wood felt cool and faintly damp beneath their fingers, as though it had been waiting all day for the warmth of a touch.

The slow rhythm of their steps seemed to blend with the natural sounds around them, a quiet presence that did not disturb the landscape’s calm. Somewhere far off, a horse gave a single, soft whinny, the sound drifting like a memory through the lengthening shadows.

Across the ground, shadows stretched into long, delicate shapes, shifting gradually as the light softened. A hare darted briefly from the verge and froze mid-field, ears high, before vanishing again into the tall grass.

The last warmth of the sun lingered on the hilltops, bathing them in shades of copper and pink. The first bats started to flutter above the treeline, their movements swift and precise, following invisible paths through the cooling air.

The scene invited a pause — a gentle awareness of how the day surrendered to night and how effortlessly the world continued its timeless rhythm.

Across the meadow, the hiker moved on, a dark silhouette that soon dissolved into the gathering dusk. The grasses swayed back into place, erasing every trace of their passing.
The light faded, the brook whispered on, and the land, undisturbed once more, settled beneath the slow rise of the evening star.
Night held the meadow, quiet and whole again.
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CHAPTER TWO - The Cottage
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The gentle warmth of the late afternoon sun washed over them, casting a golden glow across the rolling hills beyond their home.
Gary listened as Victoria and Jack giggled while playing a game, their laughter mingling with the soft rustle of leaves in the breeze.
Elsa, content to be by their side, wagged her tail lazily, her eyes half-closed in the sunlight.
In moments like these, Gary felt a profound sense of gratitude, appreciating the simple joys of family togetherness and the peacefulness of their small corner of the world.
It was in these serene moments that he realised the true value of life’s blessings, and he hoped that Victoria and Jack would one day understand the beauty of the simple, quiet moments they shared.
A hush settled over the hills as the sun slipped lower, painting the sky in soft amber and rose.
The children’s game slowed, their giggles dissolving into quiet murmurs as they watched a buzzard glide in widening circles above the valley.
Gary leaned back against the porch rail, the wood warm against his palms.
He could hear the faint creak of the old windmill turning, steady and unhurried, like the heartbeat of the land itself.
Victoria wandered over first, her cheeks flushed from running. She tucked herself beneath Gary’s arm without a word, and Jack soon followed, dragging a stick he had been using as a sword.
Elsa gave a satisfied sigh and settled at their feet.
“Dad,” Jack said, still catching his breath, “do you think the hawk ever gets lonely up there by itself?”
Gary smiled at the question, feeling its weight. “Maybe. But I think it also loves the freedom. Sometimes being alone lets you see how wide the world can be.”
Victoria tilted her head against his shoulder, thoughtful. “Kind of like when we sit out here and it’s just us,” she whispered.
Gary felt a quiet swell of pride and tenderness. They were beginning to understand — the quiet magic of simply being together.
The last light of day lingered on their faces, and in that moment, Gary knew that even as the children grew and their lives carried them outward, this feeling — this simple, golden peace — would stay with them.
Above, the Buzzard tilted its wings and vanished into the deepening twilight, a quiet promise that beauty would always be there for them to find.
The peace of the countryside wasn’t new to Gary, but lately, he’d come to feel it more deeply — the steadiness of the fields, the honest sound of iron and flame. It reminded him why he’d never traded it for anything else.

Each morning, he woke up to the gentle symphony of birdsong and rustling leaves — a melody that filled the air with tranquillity and contentment.
The cottage, with its weathered stone walls and charming wooden shutters, radiated a charm that made every guest feel at home.
Inside, the rustic simplicity mirrored his appreciation for life’s simple pleasures: books lined the shelves, and the smell of freshly brewed coffee filled the air.
Sometimes, when the kettle whistled and the dog barked at a passing car, Gary would catch himself smiling at the ordinary rhythm of it all. He hadn’t gone looking for peace, but it had found him — in the ring of the forge, the creak of the gate, the faithful tick of the clock on the mantelpiece.

He had found his sanctuary — a perfect blend of solitude and nature’s beauty — and he couldn’t imagine being anywhere else.
Here, he wasn’t just surviving; he was thriving, living each day with purpose and gratitude.
Sammy’s laughter carried faintly from the kitchen garden, followed by the scrape of a chair and the soft clink of a teacup being set down. She’d teased him that morning about his boots left by the door, and the memory made him smile — not because of the words, but because of how easily they belonged here, stitched into the quiet fabric of each day.

He would marvel at the effortless morning grace of the swallows darting through the air, their sleek bodies slicing the sky with precision.
Each acrobatic manoeuvre seemed perfectly timed, as though they were performing a carefully choreographed dance.
The swallows’ keen eyes spotted the tiniest insects, and with a swift dip or sudden twist, they snatched their prey mid-flight, ensuring their young were well-fed and thriving.
Their aerial prowess was not just a display of natural talent but also a testament to the intricate balance of nature, where every flight and catch played a crucial role in the life cycle of these remarkable creatures.
Watching them, he felt a deep sense of wonder and admiration for the delicate yet powerful forces of the natural world.
Sometimes, as he watched them vanish into the sky, Gary caught a flicker of unease — a thought too faint to name. The world, so calm and complete, could change without warning. He pushed the feeling aside, rising to close the door as the first cool edge of evening drifted in.

Tomorrow would bring the forge, the horses, the rhythm of work — and whatever else the wind carried with it.
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CHAPTER THREE - Home and Heart
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His presence was undeniably striking — a blend of rugged charm and subtle confidence that turned heads wherever he went.
With an athletic build honed by years of labour under the sun, he exuded a raw, authentic energy that felt rare in today’s world.
His piercing eyes, often hidden beneath the brim of a well-worn hat, hinted at untold stories, while his easy smile suggested a warm, approachable nature.
Despite his film-star looks, he remained grounded and humble, preferring the honest toil of his work to the glitz and glamour of Hollywood.
Gary’s stunning good looks, natural charm, and disarming smile could win over any woman’s heart. In his younger days, they often had — he hadn’t always been steady, and more than one heart had been broken before he learned the cost of carelessness.
Sammy trusted him, but she was aware of his past and didn’t fully trust the other women around him.
Gary, now settled, was determined to behave himself and protect the perfect life he had built.
Sometimes, when he caught his reflection in the window of the forge or the glint of his own eyes in a bucket of water, he barely recognised himself — not because of age, but because of peace. The man who once chased trouble now rose with the sun and measured his days by the ring of the hammer, the rhythm of work, the laughter of his children through the open window.

Each morning, it rewarded him with new details: a pair of tawny owls exchanging calls across the valley, the gleam of spider webs covered in dew, and a sudden rustle of unseen creatures in the undergrowth.
Nature, he realised, wasn’t just background — it was a vast, complex story unfolding around him.
One mist-silvered morning, he glimpsed movement near the tree line.
A young roe deer emerged, its coat dappled with the last specks of night.
It paused, ears twitching, and their eyes met.
For a breathless moment, the world narrowed to the shared stillness between man and animal.
Then the deer leapt lightly back into the green depths, leaving only the echo of its presence.
Gary stayed where he was for a while, listening to the echo fade. A faint drift of woodsmoke curled from the chimney, and somewhere behind him, a kettle began to whistle. It struck him how quietly contentment crept in — not with fireworks or applause, but with the simple knowledge that everything he needed was already here.

He returned to the cottage with a quiet certainty: this place was more than refuge.
It was a dialogue, a daily exchange between his own heartbeat and the living land.
Each swallow’s flight, each rustle in the thicket, each uncharted track in the soil was an invitation to belong — not as a visitor, but as a participant in the endless, quietly miraculous rhythm of the wild.
Gary and Sammy found themselves in an enviable position — one many only dream of — owning their dream home outright, thanks to a generous wedding gift from Sammy’s father.

This significant financial relief enabled them to start married life with a sense of freedom and security, unencumbered by the usual constraints of a mortgage.
Although Sammy still needed to work, the absence of monthly payments opened new opportunities for both of them.
They could now focus their energy and resources on pursuing their passions and dreams — whether travelling, starting a business, or engaging in creative pursuits.
This newfound freedom laid the foundation for a life full of adventure and fulfilment, truly allowing them to reach for the sky.
Gary and Sammy settled into their new home with a quiet kind of wonder.
Their stone cottage sat at the edge of a small Kent village, surrounded by rolling fields that shimmered green even in winter.
For Gary, a farrier who spent his days tending to the horses of local stables and countryside estates, the setting felt like fate.
Over tea one morning, he traced a finger along the grain of their oak kitchen table.
“Without a mortgage,” he said, “I could finally build a proper forge out back. No more balancing my anvil in the van on rainy days.”
Sammy looked up from her sketchbook and smiled. “Let’s do it. The old stable block is begging for a purpose.”
Within a few months, the garden rang with the music of hammers and sparks.
Gary converted the stable block into a snug, efficient smithy with a small coal forge and racks for his tools.
The smell of hot iron and the rhythmic clang of hammer on shoe soon became part of the cottage’s daily soundtrack, mingling with the distant church bells and the bleating of sheep on the nearby hillside.
Neighbours often paused at the gate to listen — drawn by the familiar cadence of a trade as old as the land itself. Sometimes, Gary would glance up, catch their nods, and return them with a grin before lowering his goggles and bringing the hammer down once more. He worked with a craftsman’s patience, the kind that made even time itself seem to wait its turn.

Sammy found inspiration in the slow, deliberate pace of village life.
When she wasn’t working in the much-loved garden, she wandered the narrow lanes with her camera, capturing the crooked charm of flint cottages and the sudden appearance of mist over the fields.
She began documenting Gary’s craft as well — the hiss of cooling metal, the patient steadiness of the horses, the quiet pride in his eyes.
Their mortgage-free life gave them the freedom to choose projects and adventures without strain.
Gary began offering workshops for local riding clubs, teaching young riders how to care for their horses’ hooves.
Sammy turned their kitchen into a cosy gathering place for friends and neighbours, hosting Sunday suppers that stretched late into the evening with laughter and folk tunes.
Sometimes, after everyone had gone, the echoes of laughter seemed to linger in the beams, like warmth that refused to fade. Gary would tidy the glasses, Sammy would hum as she stacked plates, and the hush that followed felt not empty but complete — the kind of silence that belongs to a well-loved home.

One evening, after the last guest left and the fire had burned low, Gary stood at the back door, looking toward the dark silhouette of his forge.
“This cottage,” he said softly, “feels like a second heartbeat.”
Sammy slipped her arm around his waist. “It’s not just the cottage,” she replied. “It’s the life we’re shaping inside it.”
And in the hush of the English countryside, with the scent of iron and woodsmoke lingering in the air, they knew they were only at the beginning of their story.

But as the night deepened, a faint gust stirred the ashes in the forge, and for a heartbeat, Gary thought he heard a low sigh — the kind a fire makes when it remembers heat. He smiled, dismissing it, yet the thought lingered as he turned out the light.
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CHAPTER FOUR - Family Ties
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Years passed, and the quiet little cottage that once echoed only with laughter between the two of them soon filled with the happy chaos of children.
Their firstborn, Jack, arrived on a crisp autumn morning. From the start, he had a thoughtful gaze and a curiosity that kept everyone on their toes — always taking apart toys to see how they worked, always asking “why” until someone finally provided a satisfying answer.
Sammy swore he had Gary’s eyes — watchful, steady, already working things out before he could speak. She’d often find the two of them in the shed, heads bent over a broken toy tractor or a loose hinge, Gary’s patience and Jack’s determination forming a language of their own. “He’s got your hands,” she’d say, and Gary would just smile, quietly proud and a little afraid of how fast the boy was learning.

A few years later, spring brought them Victoria, their youngest, now seven.
She had a smile that could soften the hardest day and a fearless streak that amazed both of them.
While Jack was deliberate, Victoria was a whirlwind — climbing trees before she could properly tie her shoes and racing through the garden with the family dog bounding behind.
Gary liked to joke that Victoria was born mid-gallop. If she wasn’t chasing Elsa through the orchard, she was covered in mud from the stream or bringing home “treasures” — smooth stones, feathers, sometimes the odd frog. Sammy tried to scold her, but her laughter always betrayed her pride. The house became a gallery of Victoria’s finds: jars of pebbles on the sill, wildflowers pressed between the pages of Sammy’s sketchbooks.

The siblings quickly became inseparable.
Jack loved building elaborate forts out of couch cushions and blankets, and Victoria insisted on being his “co-captain,” even if it meant knocking over half the structure in her excitement.
Bedtime often stretched long past schedule as the two whispered stories to each other, their imaginations painting whole new worlds.
Sometimes Gary would linger by the door, listening to their hushed laughter, the creak of bedsprings, the occasional gasp of “don’t tell Mum.” Sammy would nudge him and whisper, “They’ll never sleep if you keep smiling like that.” But she was smiling too. These were the sounds of the life they’d built — messy, noisy, and perfect.

For their parents, life felt fuller than they’d ever dreamed.
There were scraped knees and sleepless nights, but also mornings of buttered toast and strong tea, and evenings filled with shared secrets and quiet laughter.
Summer brought garden picnics and village fairs; autumn, the smell of bonfires and muddy boots by the door. In winter, the cottage glowed with firelight, and the windows steamed while they played board games late into the night. The forge never went quiet for long — even on freezing mornings, Gary’s hammering became part of the children’s days, its steady rhythm a comfort that reached every corner of the house.

Watching Jack teach Victoria how to ride a bike, or seeing Victoria cheer the loudest at Jack’s school play, reminded them every day that the family they’d hoped for had turned into something even more beautiful than they’d imagined.

At night, after the children were asleep, Gary and Sammy would sit by the fire — sometimes talking, sometimes just watching the embers. He’d tell her about the horses he’d shod that day, she’d show him the latest photo she’d captured of the lane in morning mist. And though neither said it aloud, they both knew how lucky they were to have found this corner of the world.

Out beyond the cottage, the land rested under the same quiet stars that had watched over them from the beginning. The forge cooled, the garden slept, and the soft breath of the hills carried only peace.
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CHAPTER FIVE - Big Bob
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Gary’s connection with his father-in-law, Big Bob, was rooted in more than shared family ties — it was a true friendship wrapped in love and respect.

Big Bob, a gentle giant with a heart as big as his name, quickly became a steady presence in Gary’s life.

Though he carried quiet sorrows from the past, Big Bob filled every gathering with warmth, kindness, and an easy smile that made everyone feel at home.

He showed his family what resilience looked like, offering wisdom and support with a calm strength that never wavered.

Gary admired how Big Bob found joy in life’s simple pleasures, even while bearing his own pain.

In the village, everyone knew Bob — the man with the booming laugh and the battered cap that never left his head. At The Rose and Crown, he’d sit on his usual stool with a single pint, swapping stories with Malc and Sam while others leaned in to listen — the kind of stories that ended in laughter, not lessons.

He’d spent decades in the insurance trade, shuffling paperwork and smoothing out other people’s worries, but he never let office life dull his hands or his heart. “You learn a lot about folks when they’re in trouble,” he’d say. “Makes you kinder, if you let it.”

And though he’d spent his career behind a desk, he still fixed fences, repaired lawnmowers, and helped Gary mend a gate as if he’d been doing it all his life. His touch on a child’s shoulder was as light as breath.

Through countless conversations and shared laughter, their relationship grew into something deeper than a typical in-law bond.

To Gary, Big Bob became not just a beloved father-in-law, but a true father figure — a source of guidance, comfort, and love whose enduring spirit brought the whole family closer together.

As the years went by, Gary and Big Bob’s bond only grew stronger.

Weekend barbecues became cherished traditions, with Big Bob tending the cooking while Gary took care of the side dishes.

The grandkids would tumble across the yard, their laughter ringing out as Big Bob showed them how to plant tomatoes or bait a fishing hook, his big hands surprisingly gentle with their small ones.

Sammy would hover near the kitchen door, half watching, half pretending not to — the sight of her father teaching her children filling her with the kind of quiet pride words never quite reached. She’d inherited his grin, his stubborn streak, and his way of making strangers feel like friends before the kettle boiled.

During quiet evenings, Gary often joined Big Bob on the back porch, where they’d sip sweet tea and watch the sunset paint the sky.

Those moments became their unspoken ritual — a space to share stories, swap advice, or simply sit in comfortable silence.

Sometimes they spoke of horses and weather; sometimes of things left unsaid — the people they’d lost, the choices that had made them who they were. The glow from Gary’s forge would flicker through the trees, and Bob would nod toward it.

“That light,” he’d say, “reminds me life’s never done working on you. Just keeps hammering till you’re shaped right.”

Gary never forgot that line.

Gary learned more about life from those porch talks than he ever expected: the value of patience, the art of forgiveness, and the importance of finding joy in small blessings.

When hardships arose — such as family illnesses, job changes, or the bittersweet milestones of children growing up — Big Bob remained the steady anchor.

He never gave empty reassurances; instead, he listened, nodded, and somehow convinced Gary they could face anything together.

Over time, Gary realised that Big Bob’s quiet strength had influenced not only him but also the entire family.

Birthdays, holidays, and even ordinary Sundays felt warm and united because Big Bob was at the heart, showing everyone that love and resilience could keep a family together through every season.

One evening in The Rose and Crown, before Malc and Sam came in, Bob had been at the bar with Colin the Roof and Graeme the Tractor, who did paddock care round the farms. Colin was grumbling about a job over in Doddington — said the ridge tiles kept shifting overnight, the same three every time, no matter how he fixed them.
Graeme reckoned it was bad mortar or kids mucking about, but Bob shook his head and said he’d heard the story before.
“They say it’s the spirit of the old roofer who built it in the forties — never finished the ridge before he died. Comes back once a month to set the tiles straight, can’t rest till they’re level.”
Colin laughed. “Level? What’s he using, a ghostly spirit level?”
Bob grinned. “Aye — though it’s a bit wonky after closing time and the bubble falls over to the left, a bit like me after a few pints.”
The bar erupted with laughter. Even old Frank behind the counter was wiping tears from his eyes. “You’re full of it, Bob,” Colin said, shaking his head.
“Course I am,” Bob replied. “But you tell me why them tiles keep moving, then.”
That got another round of laughter — the kind that made the fire pop louder, the kind that stayed with you on the walk home.
When the evening drew in and the garden lights blinked to life, Gary would walk Bob to his car at the end of the drive. The dog would trot ahead, tail wagging, and Bob would turn back halfway down the lane to raise a hand in farewell. The forge would cool, the cottage windows glowing softly behind him, and Gary would stand there a moment longer, listening to the quiet. This, he thought, was what permanence felt like — a man, a family, a patch of land, all held together by kindness that never needed to be spoken.

In the years that followed, Bob’s life settled into a steady rhythm that suited him — early walks through the village, a nod to the baker, a chat with the postman, the same battered cap pulled low against the wind. People came to rely on him in quiet ways: fixing a neighbour’s gate, checking in on the elderly in winter, or mending a hinge that wouldn’t shut right. “Pay me in biscuits,” he’d say with a grin, and a tin of shortbread would always appear on his doorstep a day later.

He never hurried those visits. He’d listen, truly listen, nodding as if every word mattered. “We’re all just trying to keep the chill out,” he’d say before heading off down the lane. And somehow, the air felt warmer after he’d gone.
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CHAPTER SIX - Dinky Doughnut
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Gary wrapped his arms around his daughter, feeling the warmth of her small body nestled against him.
Her innocent declaration of love filled him with a profound sense of joy and gratitude.
As the train rolled through the vibrant tapestry of rolling hills and meadows, he marvelled at the simplicity of the moment.
It was these small, seemingly ordinary experiences that reminded him of the profound beauty of life and the deep connections that truly mattered.
He knew that every second spent with his daughter was a precious gift — a reminder to cherish the fleeting moments of childhood that would soon become cherished memories.
For now, he was content to sit with Dinky, watching the world go by, feeling her love envelop him like a warm, comforting blanket.
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CHAPTER SEVEN - The Evening at Home
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They were on the train home from a family weekend in Margate — sand still clinging to their shoes, the faint smell of salt and chips lingering on their clothes. Sammy sat a few seats away, sorting bags and leftover snacks, while Gary and Victoria watched the Kent countryside roll past the window. The day had been full of laughter and seaside air, and now the carriage hummed with the soft, tired quiet that follows a perfect trip.

The early evening light streamed through the windows, gilding everything in a warm glow. Gary sat with Victoria beside him — his Dinky Doughnut — her head resting lightly on his arm as the countryside unfolded beyond the glass. The rhythmic sway of the train and the steady click of the rails set a peaceful rhythm that wrapped around them like a lullaby.

Gary wrapped his arms around his daughter, feeling the warmth of her small body nestled against him. Her innocent declaration of love filled him with a profound sense of joy and gratitude. After a brief stop at Whitstable, the train eased on through the wide marshes near Seasalter. The evening light caught the silver water channels and the glimmering reeds, turning them to strands of gold. Faversham lay just ahead, and beyond the estuary he could see the faint outline of Sheppey and, further still, the soft blue haze of Essex on the horizon. Along the shoreline, rows of caravan sites and painted beach huts basked in the last of the sun, their colours glowing gently against the pale sand and seagrass.

It was these small, seemingly ordinary experiences that reminded him of the profound beauty of life and the deep connections that truly mattered. He knew that every second spent with his daughter was a precious gift — a reminder to cherish the fleeting moments of childhood that would soon become cherished memories. For now, he was content to sit with Dinky, watching the world go by, feeling her love envelop him like a warm, comforting blanket.

Outside, the countryside slipped past in greens and golds — sheep grazing out on the marshes, gulls wheeling above the distant creeks, and the low hedgerows flickering in the light. The rhythmic clatter of the train on the rails matched the slow beat of his heart, each sound an echo of belonging.

She looked up at her father and said, “I love you, Daddy.”
His heart skipped a beat. He loved that little girl more than he could ever put into words. Even though she was seven, she still had that same innocent sparkle that made her seem both wise and childlike all at once — full of questions, laughter, and the kind of honesty that always caught him off guard.
“I love you, too, Dinky.”

She gave him a strange stare and said, “Why do you call me Dinky, Daddy, when my name is Victoria?”

“That’s an easy answer, sweetheart; it’s because you’re my Dinky Doughnut.”

Victoria giggled at that, a sound so light it almost seemed to lift the carriage with it.
“A doughnut?” she asked, tilting her head the way she always did when she was thinking hard. “Do I have sprinkles like a doughnut?”
Her father laughed and brushed a stray curl from her forehead. “The most colourful sprinkles in the world. Every one is a piece of happiness you bring me.”

She considered this carefully, as though weighing the importance of each sprinkle.
“What about Mommy’s sprinkles?”
“Mommy’s sprinkles,” he said, lowering his voice in mock seriousness, “are made of pure magic. She makes the whole doughnut shine.”

Victoria’s eyes went wide. “So, we’re a whole doughnut family!”

“Exactly.” He tapped the tip of her nose. “A perfectly sweet, slightly silly doughnut family.”

She wrapped her tiny arms around his neck and whispered, “I like that.” Then, after a pause that felt bigger than her seven years, she added, “When I grow up, can I still be your Dinky Doughnut?”

He hugged her a little tighter, the warmth of her small body grounding him in a way nothing else could. “Always,” he said softly. “No matter how big you get, you’ll always be my Dinky Doughnut.”

Victoria smiled, eyes already heavy with sleep, and murmured, “Good. Because I want to keep all my sprinkles.”

As her breathing slowed, Gary looked out at the fading light. The train curved inland from the coast, where the last shimmer of sea still caught the sun. He rested his chin gently on his daughter’s hair and thought — if the whole world stopped here, just for this moment, it would be enough. The forge, the work, the noise of life could wait. For now, there was only this: a father, a child, and the rhythm of wheels on track carrying them home.

When the train slowed for its stop at Sittingbourne, Victoria stirred and blinked up at him, smiling sleepily. “Are we home, Daddy?” she murmured. He nodded, picked up their bags, and took her hand. Sammy followed close behind with Jack at her side, both equally weary and sun-dazed from the weekend.

Outside, the evening air was cool but heavy with the stench from Milton Creek — that sharp, sulphurous tang of the old paper mill, effluent mixed with tidewater and mud. It hung in the air like something that didn’t want to let go. The lamps along the platform buzzed softly, throwing long shadows across the puddles as the four of them crossed the quiet station.
They piled into Gary’s van, laughter and yawns overlapping as the doors slammed shut. It was a tight fit, the smell of the creek still clinging to their clothes.
“Christ, that’s rank,” Sammy said, winding down the window.
Gary grinned. “Milton Creek’s finest — bottled and aged.”
Even the kids groaned, waving their hands in front of their faces.
By the time they cleared the bypass and the hedgerows rose around them, the air began to sweeten. The first faint smell of hay and damp fields rolled in through the windows, and everyone breathed a little deeper.
“Home,” Sammy murmured, half smiling. “Smells better already.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT - The Call
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As the sun began to set, casting a warm glow over the patio, Sammy looked around at the fruits of her labour with a sense of fulfilment.
The vibrant salad — bursting with flavours from freshly picked tomatoes, crisp cucumbers, and fragrant herbs, served over new potatoes — was a testament to her dedication and passion for gardening.
Between her small part-time job, the children, and the steady rhythm of home life, Sammy still found time to dedicate herself to what truly mattered—her family, her garden, and the quiet joy of watching things grow.
The garden was more than just a source of food; it was a refuge where she could connect with nature and teach her children to appreciate the simple pleasures of life.
Gary, appreciating her efforts, often lent a hand, fostering a partnership that thrived on mutual respect and shared goals.
Together, they cultivated not just a garden, but a life rich with love and gratitude.
The air was soft and still. A thrush sang somewhere beyond the hedge, its notes mingling with the faint clink of cutlery and the hum of bees finding the last of the lavender. The moment felt whole — ordinary and perfect.

As Gary put his fork down, he felt the familiar vibration of his phone resonating through the table.
It buzzed twice, sharp and out of place amid the evening calm. The timing was impeccable, as if the universe had orchestrated the call to land just as he wiped the last of the sauce from his plate.
He glanced at the screen.
“Good evening, this is Gary Wright.”
A very articulate lady said, “Good evening, and sorry to be calling at this late hour. Are you the local farrier?”

“Yes, madam, I am indeed, and I wouldn’t have answered if there’d been an issue. Can I help you?”

“Hopefully so. My name is Mrs. Cynthia Wallace. I’ve been overseeing the renovation of Ashmore Grange up on Deans Hill for some months now.
The builders are finally completing the last of the work, although they’ll be around for a while yet.
I moved in properly about a month ago, once the worst of the dust had settled.”
She hesitated, then added lightly, “It’s been quite the project. I was staying at The Harrow in Stockbury while the worst of the work was going on — not ideal, but it did for a while. My horses are still at my previous place; the new owners kindly let me keep them there until the stables at the Grange are ready.”

Her voice was polished, every syllable measured, yet beneath it lay a faint trace of fatigue — the sound of someone who’d been keeping things together for too long.

He smiled into the receiver.
“Ah, the old Grange — fine stables there once. Been derelict a long while, though, due to a fire, I believe.
What can I do for you, Mrs. Wallace?”
Cynthia was silent for a beat, then her tone softened, almost thoughtful.
“Yes... I’ve heard the stories about the fire. Tragic.”
Then, lighter again: “But we’re rebuilding now. Bringing the Grange back to life.”

“That’s good to hear,” Gary said. “Be nice to see it alive again.”
He caught himself. “Sorry — I’m wandering. How can I help, Mrs. Wallis?”
“Wallace,” she corrected gently, her voice low and precise.

“Oh, of course,” Gary said, laughing softly. “How can I help you today?”

“Sarah Jones recommended you to me — she cleans for us.”

“Ah, yes, I know Sarah. I shoe her children’s ponies.”

“That’s right,” Cynthia replied, her tone warm but exact. “She said you do an excellent job.
I have three hunters that need attention. The boxes at the Grange are in place, but they’re being refurbished — new flooring, fresh timber, that sort of thing.
We’ll be moving the horses in next week once everything’s ready, and I’d like you to come up when they arrive to check and shoe them.”
She paused briefly, then added with a trace of pride, “They’re good animals — sensitive, but responsive once they know you.
I prefer to keep one farrier who understands their temperament.”
“Yes, if your schedule allows, I should be able to work with you,” Gary said. “When do they need attention next?”

“In roughly ten days,” Cynthia replied. “That’s when we plan to move them up to the Grange, if that suits you.”

“That works perfectly,” he said. “If you don’t mind, I can stop by beforehand to take a quick look at the boxes — make sure everything’s ready for them.”

“Of course,” she said, her tone softening. “That won’t be a problem.
There’s a lot happening here just now, and with my husband away so often, I’ve become rather attached to the place.
It feels good to see it coming back to life.”
“Alright then, see you soon,” Gary said. “I should grab your number in case I need to call you first.”

“Of course,” she replied, her voice soft but assured. “It’s Stockbury 88424820, which is actually a Wormshill exchange and a Maidstone code — 01622 — which doesn’t make sense, but that’s how it is. Mobile’s better, though, if we get a signal up here, that is.”

She read it out slowly, and he noted it neatly beside the next day’s bookings.

“Right,” he said, closing the diary. “I’ll give you a ring in the morning once I’ve got my rounds lined up.”

“Perfect. I’ll look forward to it.”

He hung up, the echo of her voice lingering longer than he cared to admit. The last of the daylight faded over the garden, and in the silence that followed, the world felt just slightly different.

“Who was that, love?” Sammy asked from the doorway, wiping her hands on a tea towel.

“A new customer — they’re moving into the old Grange soon,” Gary said. “A rather posh lady. Unfortunately for them, the place must be a bit of a dump after all this time.”

“That explains all the construction trucks I’ve seen up there lately when I take Jack to school,” Sammy said. “The shutters hung like loose teeth, and the weeds were tall enough to hide a fox. You’d think anyone with sense would’ve taken one look and run a mile.”

“True,” Gary laughed, settling back on the patio chair as he watched the children playing on the lawn. “But I suppose when you’ve got the money and vision, a place like that’s worth the effort. Give it time — she’ll have it looking grand again.”

For a while, neither of them spoke. The evening light had turned honey-soft, the kind that made everything seem still and safe.
Yet Gary couldn’t quite shake the weight of the name — Ashmore Grange. It sat in his mind like a bell still ringing long after the sound had faded.
His father’s stories, his visits with him as a small boy, the fire, the smell of smoke that never seemed to fade from the old brick — it all pressed faintly at the back of his mind, like a memory half-awake.
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CHAPTER NINE - Things I Can’t Explain
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The children were in bed, and the cottage had fallen into its quiet evening rhythm.
Sammy sat by the log fire with a glass of wine, and Gary cradled a tot of whisky.
The flames licked gently at the logs, sending shadows dancing across the walls.
He looked up at Sammy.
“I was talking to old boy Grant a few days back, and he believes the new owners of the Grange are a couple from the city,” he said, lowering his voice slightly. “But no one’s actually met them yet. The For Sale sign disappeared overnight, replaced by a brass plaque that simply reads Ashmore Grange. He said he checked and there’s no listing in the county records — at least not yet.”
He gave a small shrug and half-smile.
“Grant said the Mountfords were a strange lot, kept to themselves mostly. Some folks around here still reckon the old house doesn’t want to be left alone. I’m curious to see what she’ll do with it now. Seems an awful lot of ground for just three horses.”
“I can’t help thinking of the rumours — the Mountfords’ locked wing, the one even the servants feared to enter,” Gary continued. “Some say Lord Mountford’s ghost returned there when he died; others whisper he never left it at all.
And then there’s the story about his father — apparently a wild card. He had a rocky relationship with his wife, so he converted one of the old stable buildings just down the road into a separate house for her. As you know, it’s still there, though nobody’s lived there in years.”
Sammy gave a small, wry smile.
“Have you ever seen that old place in the woods?”
“Of course I have — why?”

“Grant reckons the old Lord built it for his bit on the side,” Gary said, his grin returning. “Used to sneak off there for hours, apparently. Dirty old bastard.”

“Stop swearing.”

“That’s not swearing; besides, the kids aren’t here.”

“I don’t care; you know I don’t like it.”

“Alright, alright — dirty old git then!”

“That must have been over a century ago,” Sammy said, shaking her head. “How could Grant possibly know that?”

Gary laughed softly. “Because Grant’s been listening to gossip longer than most of us have been alive. And with the Mountfords, there was plenty to listen to.”
He lowered his voice without meaning to.
“Some of the old boys in the Rose & Crown used to say the Lord wasn’t just chasing barmaids... they reckoned he had ‘odd tastes’. Too friendly with the stable lads. Too interested in the choirboys at St Mark’s.”
He shrugged. “Most likely rubbish — village talk always grows legs — but it was enough to make the night staff swear they never worked alone.”
“Small villages keep their stories alive,” Gary replied. “They just get more dramatic over time. But there’s usually a reason for the rumours. He also mentioned the place is supposed to be haunted. I wonder if the newcomers know.”

“Maybe they’ve heard the whispers and decided not to care,” Sammy said. “Or maybe they’re the sort who like the idea of a haunted house.”

Gary smiled to himself.
“Well, if that’s the case, Cynthia Wallace picked the right place. She strikes me as the kind who’d rather live with a few ghosts than a bit of dust.”
“Don’t be silly, Gary. There’s no such thing as ghosts.”

“Oh yes, there are — I’ve seen two that I can’t explain.”

“When? You’ve never mentioned that to me.”

“I’m sure I have, anyway, it happened for the first time at The Shipwrights Arms in Faversham. I was standing by a door with my friend Derek, and we both saw it.”

“What did you see?” she asked, her tone light, but the faint curve of her mouth said she didn’t believe a word of it. “A ghost, was it? Or just too many spirits?”

“Yeah, thanks for the vote of confidence,” Gary said dryly. “Remind me never to take you ghost-hunting.” 

“How can you hunt something that doesn’t exist?” Sammy shot back, a sly smirk tugging at her mouth. Gary pulled a strange face at her, half disbelief, half annoyance, before pressing on. He leaned back a little, eyes narrowing at the memory.

“There was a gas lamp hanging above an old fireplace, with a glass shade. The shade suddenly broke free and glided across the room very slowly at a forty-five-degree angle. It landed on the floor, rolled about two feet, and came to a stop without shattering.

“The two of us just stared at the little glass dome as it rocked gently, like it was trying to settle itself. 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Sammy cut in, rolling her eyes with a grin. “Next, you’ll tell me it said hello.”
Gary shot her a look but carried on, determined to finish the story.
Derek muttered, ‘Draught?’ but his voice lacked conviction. There wasn’t a breath of wind; the door beside us was shut tight, and the air smelled heavy with old beer and sea salt.
“Then came a sound — faint, almost like a sigh — floating from the dark fireplace. We both heard it. The pub’s chatter carried on behind us, oblivious, but the sound was sharp enough to cut through the clink of pint glasses.

“I crouched to pick up the shade. It wasn’t even warm from the bulb, though it should have been. The moment my fingers brushed the glass, the air grew suddenly cold, a damp chill that crawled up my sleeve.

“Derek backed away. ‘Don’t,’ he whispered. ‘Don’t touch it.’

“Before I could answer, a low creak sounded from above us, like a floorboard under pressure — except there were only the ceiling beams and the empty space where the shade had hung.

“And then, as if someone were standing just beside my ear, a voice rasped a single word: Return.

“The pint glasses at the bar rattled. Derek grabbed my arm. ‘We’re leaving,’ he said. But I couldn’t move. Something about the word felt less like a threat and more like... an invitation.

“Derek’s attempt at bravado cracked like thin ice. His voice wavered, and I could feel the tremor in his grip.

“‘Unlikely,’ I echoed, my own words sounding muffled, as though spoken underwater. The shade’s glass was damp now, not from condensation but something colder — like the memory of rain.

“The pub lights around us dimmed, just a shade darker than they should have been. The chatter softened, stretched, became a slow murmur as if the room itself were listening.

“From the black mouth of the fireplace came another sigh, longer this time. It carried a smell that didn’t belong: brine and smoke, but older, like a storm long past.

“Derek tugged at me. ‘Come on. Whatever this is, it’s—’

“A second voice cut him off. It wasn’t a word this time, more like a low hum that pressed against the ribs. The glass dome warmed suddenly in my hand, a sharp contrast to the damp cold a moment before.

“What do you want me to return?” I asked before I knew I was speaking.

“The warmth pulsed. Then, inside the glass, a faint shimmer formed — like a reflection of a reflection, a flicker of lamplight that wasn’t ours. And that’s when we noticed the faint smell of saltwater — like low tide — rolling through the room, though every window was shut.

“Derek’s eyes were wide, reflecting that phantom glow. ‘Put it back,’ he whispered. ‘Whatever it is... just put it back.’

“But the dome tugged toward the hearth, a subtle pull, like the tide urging a boat from shore — then it shattered into a thousand pieces.”

“Nonsense,” Sammy said, shaking her head. “Oh, come on, Gary — that’s a bit hard to swallow. Sounds pretty unlikely to me. Still,” she added after a pause, lowering her voice just a little, “the way you tell it gives me chills. So this... ghost of yours,” Sammy said, one eyebrow lifting. “You’re sure it wasn’t just a draft or someone messing about?”

“It’s true; we both saw it, I swear on my life.”

“It’s still hard to believe,” she said, half-smiling. “Did anyone else see it?”

“There were a few others in the pub, but they were too busy with their own conversations. We were the only ones who saw the glass shade’s mysterious journey.”

“Did you feel anything unusual before or after it happened?” Sammy asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Cold chill, tingling spine — that sort of thing?”

“Now that you mention it, there was this strange chill in the air, like a sudden drop in temperature, just before the shade moved. It was as if the room was holding its breath.”

“Have you been back since?”

“Yeah, plenty of times. Nothing out of the ordinary happened again. Still, it remains one of the most puzzling experiences of my life — other than the second instance.”

Sammy tilted her head.
“What second instance?” Sammy asked, eyebrows raised, her tone laced with sarcasm. “Are they following you around now?”
“The Plough and Harrow,” he said. “You know, the one on Oad Street — where I used to hang out before I met you and you stopped me having fun.”

“Ha-ha, very funny,” Sammy said, giving him a look. “I never stopped you,” she said, smiling. “That was your own decision. I guess my company was more interesting than your drinking mates.”

“Anyone is more interesting than them,” he said with a grin.

“Flattery will get you nowhere,” she teased, nudging his arm lightly.
He chuckled, then his tone softened.
“It was a sanctuary for many seeking respite from the rush of daily life,” he continued, his tone softening. “The regulars knew it as a place where stories unfolded over pints of Masterbrew and Guinness, and laughter mingled with the soft hum of conversation. For me, it had been a second home — a place to unwind and forget the world outside.”

“So, what happened?” Sammy asked, arms folded, amused but curious.

“I swear, it’s true — just like what happened at the Shipwrights,” Gary said. “I arrived around seven with only the landlord in, just the two of us. We were talking when suddenly one of the bottles in a row of three fell over. There were about twenty bottles on the shelf, so it seemed impossible for just one to fall, yet it did.

“We looked at each other and said the same thing at the same time — ‘Ghost.’
Mark picked the bottle back up. I jokingly dared the ghost, saying, ‘Come on, Mr Ghost, do it again.’ I repeated it a few times, and all of a sudden, all twenty bottles started rattling together. Nothing else in the bar moved, so it wasn’t a passing truck.
“Before either of us could react, the overhead lights flickered once, twice, then cut out entirely. The room dropped into darkness so thick it was almost tangible. A low, drawn-out creak echoed from the cellar stairs — the kind of sound wood makes only when something heavy leans on it.

“Mark grabbed a torch from under the bar, but the beam sputtered and died the moment he clicked it on. Then we heard it: a voice, no louder than a whisper, but clear as a bell.
‘Leave my bar...’
“I could feel the vibration in my ribs, like the sound was coming from inside me rather than the air. Mark’s eyes went wide. ‘Did you—’ he started, but before he could finish, the bottles lifted — actually lifted — about an inch off the shelf and hovered there, trembling.

“That broke whatever frozen spell we were under. We bolted through the front door into the misty street, the night air bloody freezing against our faces. Behind us came a single crash as all the bottles fell to the ground at once.

“Mark, terrified of going back in, came home with me. We returned in daylight the next morning, and every bottle was neatly upright on the shelf, labels facing forward, as if someone — or something—had carefully arranged them.

I don’t know what we disturbed, but The Plough and Harrow haven’t felt normal since. Some nights, even now, if you stand outside just after dusk, you can hear a faint clinking of glass, as if someone inside is still waiting for another dare.

“Still, I don’t believe in ghosts,” Sammy said, folding her arms with a half-smile. “There must be some other explanation — dodgy wiring, a draft, someone playing tricks. Or maybe,” she added with a mock-serious look, “you just made the whole thing up to try and scare me.”
She tilted her head, eyes glinting. “Nice try, though. You’ll have to do better than floating lamps if you want to give me nightmares.” 
“Maybe they’re not ghosts,” Gary said quietly. “Maybe they’re something that looks close enough to fool us.”

Sammy rolled her eyes. “You’ve been watching too many late-night documentaries.”

“Then they’re better written than mine,” he muttered.

“And what’s your explanation, Mrs Smarty-Pants?”

“I don’t know, Gary, but there has to be a logical explanation for it.” 

“I’d believe in aliens before ghosts,” she laughed. 

“I’ve seen two ghosts,” he said, voice rising with frustration. “Why does nobody ever believe me? It happened — both times — it really happened.”

“Oooohhh, Mr Grumpy!”

“I give up,” he muttered. “Someday, you’ll find out for yourself.”

“I’ll let you know when it happens,” she teased. “But please — don’t hold your breath.”

Gary grinned faintly but didn’t reply. For a while, the only sounds were the soft crackle of the fire and the slow ticking of the clock on the mantel.
The cottage felt settled — a peaceful kind of stillness that only came once the children were asleep.
The last of the daylight had thinned into a copper wash beyond the windows, and the evening chill crept gently through the cracks of the old frame.
When he finally looked toward Deans Hill, a single streak of cloud was caught in the fading sun, turning the horizon the colour of iron and ash.
The name Ashmore Grange echoed once more in his mind, distant yet insistent, like the memory of a dream that refused to fade.

From the hearth came the faintest sigh — a soft breath of warmth meeting the night air — and for a heartbeat, Gary could have sworn it whispered just one word: Return.
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