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The drive from the church to Bluebell Ridge took less than fifteen minutes, yet it felt much longer to Charlotte Hayes. The funeral had been quiet, just as her grandmother would have wanted. A handful of neighbours had shared kind words, the vicar had offered a thoughtful blessing, and then everyone had gradually drifted back to their own lives. Now, for the first time that day, Charlotte was alone.

Her red Volkswagen Beetle rolled slowly along the narrow village road, passing familiar stone cottages and neatly kept front gardens. Little had changed since her last visit several years earlier. The latte and black tea were sitting quietly on the round wooden table of the Cafe, fresh colourful roses with clean drops of pearl-like water on the cotton-felt petals danced outside the florist’s shop, and the rich smell of crispy golden butter croissants drifted from the bakery. Everything just looked perfect.

Charlotte had not returned because she wanted to. If her grandmother had not named her in the will, she would probably have driven straight back to London after the service, as she was working as an interior designer in the Canary Wharf. Instead, she found herself heading towards the old stone cottage with a set of keys in her handbag and no clear idea of what she was supposed to do next. Sell it? Keep it? Lock the door and decide another day? At that moment, she genuinely didn’t know.

Charlotte turned to the main lane a few minutes later, the tyres of her car crunching loudly over the uneven stone track that led towards the cottage. The road was winding down gently when the rhythm of the wind was singing out loud.

Charlotte slowly stopped the car and turned down the window. Then she sat still for a moment with the engine running. She didn’t get out immediately.

In front of her, the stone cottage stood silently at the end of the path, just as she remembered it. The dark grey-coloured stone walls were unchanged, but the garden had clearly been left unattended for some time. Grass had overgrown unevenly, and the flower beds that her grandmother once kept so carefully were now full of weeds.

After 10 minutes, she reached for the key in her handbag. The metal felt cold against her fingers. She stepped out of the car and closed the door behind her.

The air was still, slightly cold from earlier rain. Birds moved smoothly between branches, and somewhere in the distance, she could hear the faint sound of tools working in the garden. Life was continuing here, as it always had.

Charlotte walked along the short path to the front door.

The silver colour key worked perfectly when she put it into the small hole of the door. She paused with a numb feeling for about 15 seconds, then stepped inside like an autopilot.

The cottage was small, just as she remembered. She closed the door quietly behind her. Nothing seemed to have changed. Neither had the gentle creak of the old floorboards beneath her feet.

She placed her handbag beside the dining table and stood without moving. The journey, the funeral, the conversations with neighbours she barely recognised anymore, it had all left her feeling strangely exhausted.

Almost without thinking, she walked into the kitchen.

Everything was where it had always been. The cream cupboards, the old burgundy kettle, the Turquoise row of neatly labelled tea coffee sugar tins on the wooden shelf. Her grandmother had always believed a rainbow would magically appear after a proper cup of tea.

Charlotte smiled. “I suppose you’d tell me to put the kettle on first,” she murmured to the empty room.

She filled the kettle with fresh water and switched it on. As the familiar hum began to fill the kitchen, she opened one of the upper cupboards. There it was. Her grandmother’s favourite china tea set.

The fine porcelain was a warm ivory white, decorated with three blooming roses, one deep pink, one soft blush, and one rich crimson, surrounded by delicate green leaves. Each cup had a graceful pale green handle, with a matching pale green trim around the saucer. Although it had been used countless times over the years, every piece remained beautifully cared for.

Charlotte gently lifted a teacup and matching saucer from the shelf. She could almost hear her grandmother’s voice.

“Tea always tastes better from proper china, my dear. Everyday moments deserve a little beauty too.”

Charlotte carefully put a Yorkshire tea bag into the teapot. Once the water boiled, she poured it into the pot.

A minute later, she was curling into the sofa with a hot cup of tea.

For the first time since leaving London, Charlotte allowed herself to stop. She took a sip. It tasted ordinary. Yet it tasted exactly as she remembered.

Her eyes drifted to the round oak table beside the fireplace, where family photographs collected over the years were vividly displayed. Birthdays, Christmases, Summer afternoons in the garden, snowy mornings down the hill. Her grandmother had never replaced them with newer frames or fashionable decorations. She had always said that photographs deserved to be seen rather than hidden away in drawers.

Charlotte recognised one picture immediately. She was only eight years old. It was a vibrant blue ocean of the bluebell field. They both held hands and laughed. Her grandmother was pointing to a single bluebell, and she was carefully touching the soft petal.

She remembered her grandmother said to her: “Bluebell lives under the deep dark soil for 4-7 years before breaking through the rocky hard surface to blossom into surprisingly pretty, unique flowers. You should know: nothing beautiful grows overnight. You have to give good things lots of effort and much longer time.” At eight years old, Charlotte hadn’t understood what she meant. Looking at the photograph now, she wondered whether her grandmother had been talking about more than flowers.

Charlotte smiled, then looked away. The warmth of the tea spread slowly through her hand.

After a little while, Charlotte rested the teacup carefully on its saucer.

The cottage was so quiet that she could hear the steady Rhythmic ticking of the old clock above the fireplace, which sounded like a waving melody gently surrounding her. It had always been five minutes fast. Her grandmother purposely set it up, which helped her arrive everywhere on time.

Charlotte closed her eyes, she could feel her grandmother was just sitting with her and chatting. When she opened her eyes, another memory was in her mind.

It was a sunny Saturday morning.

She was standing beside her grandmother in the kitchen and watching her make apple pie. The kitchen was gradually filled with the sweet smell of cinnamon, and the soundtrack from the Disney movie was playing beautifully in the background, which was her favourite music when she was little. Today, she still remembered the lyrics of the song, which was ever the most loved rhyme in the world.

As long as the memory faded, she took another sip of tea. The solicitor’s words returned to her mind.

The property now belongs to you, Miss Hayes.

She looked around the room. The cottage wasn’t large. It had never needed to be. Every piece of furniture had been chosen with care rather than fashion. Nothing matched perfectly, yet everything fixed together seamlessly like a jigsaw puzzle. Her grandmother had always believed a house should feel alive rather than show room, exactly like a person should do all the things down to earth rather than show off.

Charlotte worked as an interior designer. Every day she helped clients create the most efficient space layout. Additionally, she advised on the furniture, colour, and lighting plans. However, sitting right here, right now, she realised this historical, smart-looking little cottage has reached a much higher level that many luxurious London homes never managed to achieve.

It wasn’t the furniture that made the cottage feel special.

It was the years of ordinary life that had filled every room.

It was tradition.

It was Root.

It was family.

It was home.

Nothing about the shallow surface decoration. She sighed quietly.

For Charlotte, returning to London would be easy. She already had a comfortable flat, a career she had worked years to build and colleagues she genuinely enjoyed working with. Bluebell Ridge belonged to another version of herself, a girl who had spent school holidays chasing butterflies through fields and helping her grandmother water flowers after dinner.

At the same moment, her favourite singer’s emotional voice started touching her heart again, which was from the album of an Irish boyband she had set up earlier as her mobile ringtone.

Charlotte picked up the mobile on the coffee table. A message from her colleague, Sophie.

Thinking of you today. Let me know when you’re back in London. No rush. Take care of yourself.

Charlotte stared at the screen for a few seconds before typing a short reply.

Thank you. I’m staying a week to sort everything out.

She hesitated before pressing send. A week. It did make much sense.

Long enough to clear the cottage, meet the solicitor again and arrange for an estate agent to value the property. No reason to stay any longer.

She slowly placed the phone back down. Now, the tea had cooled enough to drink. After the last sip, Charlotte brought the cup back into the kitchen.

She carefully washed the teapot and cup, dried them with a soft tea towel and placed them in the cupboard, which was exactly the way her grandmother had done before.

Charlotte dried her hands on the tea towel and stood by the kitchen window. The back garden looked smaller than she remembered.

The net which was covering the top of the tiny pond in the corner of the back garden, was nearly broken. The wooden bench next to the apple tree leaned slightly to one side. And the grass was overgrown.

Staring at the neglected garden, Charlotte was full of feelings of regret, sadness, and some kind of guilt.
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Charlotte took a slow, deep inhale, then reach the golden brass handle of the back door. The dry hinges squeaked, which was what she remembered from childhood. Cool spring air rushed into the kitchen, instantly covering her with the fresh bitter earth. She stepped outside and quietly closed the door behind her, then simply stood there for a while. Long grass was standing tall, straight and unshakeable, like many armed soldiers trying their best to protect people. The net on the top of the tiny pond was almost falling apart. She lowered herself onto the wooden bench next to the apple tree, but was too wobbly to stay still. It was very difficult for her to move freely in the overgrown garden.

The gentle breeze kissed her face like a piece of silk gently touching her lips. The little robin stood on the apple tree branch like a ballerina dancing as a variation. The snowy rabbit hopped across the grass like a music note bouncing among the sheet music.

She slowly walked to the edge of the garden, and then an individual bluebell was waving to her like a shining blue gem saying hello. She smiled before she even realised it, using two hands to curl it up in the middle. “I love you,” she whispered, gently brushing bluebell’s narrow leaves before standing.

Then Charlotte noticed a low apple branch hanging over the wooden bench. “Let me find something to cut it off.” She thought.

She went inside, found a pair of kitchen scissors. When she returned, she lifted up both heals and tried to trim the branch. But Nothing happened. She tried again, still nothing.

“You’ll be there all afternoon with those.” A deep but very sincere voice was waving into her ears.

She froze. Then Looked up.

A man stood on the other side of the fence with a polite smile. He simply handed her a well-used pair of loppers. “Try these.”

Charlotte hesitated. “I might break them.”

He smiled. “You won’t.”

She took them. The branch fell off with just one clean cut.

Charlotte looked down at the neatly cut branch lying on the grass before returning the loopers.

“They’re just made to measure,” she joked with a small laugh.

“They’re supposed to be,” the man replied, amusement warming his voice. “Garden tools usually work better in the garden.”

Charlotte laughed again, this time more naturally. “Thank you. You have saved me an hour.”

He gave back with a heartfelt smile. “I’m Nathan.”

“Charlotte. I’ve just arrived today,” Charlotte added. “My grandmother lived here before.”

Nathan nodded thoughtfully. “I know.”

“You knew her?” Charlotte was curious.

“I did. Mrs Hayes was a very nice lady.” He continued. “I remembered when I was ill, she brought a plate of roasted dinner in the evening, and she came to make sure I had breakfast in the morning.”

Charlotte smiled. “That sounds exactly like her.”

“Will you tidy the garden this week?” Nathan asked. “It’ll look different once it’s been tidied.”

“I want to, but not even sure where to begin,” Charlotte said.

“You don’t have to do everything at once.” Nathan smiled.

She looked back at him. “But I only planned to stay a week.”

“A week is enough, actually. " Nathan said.

Charlotte smiled politely, unsure whether he meant the garden or something else. “Maybe.”

Nathan mentioned it generally. “If you need any gardening tools while you’re here, just ask.”

“Thank you, I really appreciate that.” The warmth filled her heart.

“Feel free to knock on the door,” Nathan said kindly.

“Seriously, I think I need to borrow your entire toolbox. Can I?” Charlotte said without any impression and laughed in her heart.

He was very surprised, but still said nicely. “Of course, you’re welcome. I love to do so.”

Suddenly, Charlotte burst out laughing and said, “I’ll remember that forever.”

Nathan was very puzzled as to why she was laughing like that.

Then, a short period of silence settled between them.

“I’d better get back to work.” Nathan gave a small nod.

“Of course.” Charlotte said quietly.

“It was nice to meet you, Charlotte.” Nathan looked at her.

“You too, Nathan.” Charlotte gave back a sweet smile.

Nathan gave her one last polite nod before turning back to the flower bed he had been working on. He bent down, picked up his loppers and continued with steady, practised movements. There was nothing hurried about him. Every cut seemed thoughtful, as though he understood exactly what each plant needed.

Charlotte watched the neighbouring garden. She could see Nathan had already returned to his work without trying to impress anyone, completely absorbed in what he was doing. He wasn’t trying to continue the conversation or draw any attention. That, more than anything, surprised her. People in London often seemed busy proving how capable they were.

Right now in front of her, Nathan simply got on with the job, deeply down to earth. The quiet patience, the belief that worthwhile things couldn’t be rushed, all gently touched her heart.

Charlotte inhaled a slow breath of the fresh spring air. Perhaps Nathan had been right. She didn’t need to do everything at once. She only needed to begin.

Looking around, she spotted an old rusty wheelbarrow leaning against the shed. It had belonged to her grandmother, waiting patiently through another winter.

“One small corner today,” she whispered. “Tomorrow can wait.”
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The following morning, soft spring sunshine filtered through the lace curtains, which absolutely warmed the small cottage room.

Charlotte opened her eyes slowly. For a few seconds, she forgot where she was. Then the sound of the birds singing completely woke her up, and everything came back.

Bluebell Ridge.

Her grandmother’s cottage.

The funeral.

Nathan.

She closed her eyes, listening, feeling.

In London, buses had always been packed, the subway had been filled with the smell of smoked salmon, and the flow of traffic had always been extremely busy.

But right here, it was simply silent. This silence felt different. Not empty but peaceful.

Charlotte checked her phone.

Eight thirty.

Usually, by this time on a weekday, she would already be halfway through replying to emails before catching the tube into Canary Wharf.

Today, it was absolutely exceptional.

She smiled to herself.

After a quick shower, she chose a hot pink jumper, indigo jeans and white socks with small red flowers on them.

Charlotte came to the kitchen, but just found butter in the fridge. She decided to drive to the local cafe for breakfast.

After the red Beetle stopped in front of the local Cafe, she stepped out of the car. Charlotte stood for a moment before the cream-painted front door of Dancing Petal Cafe.

A small black chalkboard leaned against the brick wall beside the entrance.

Today’s Kitchen Specials

• Homemade tomato & basil soup with warm crusty bread

• Bacon, sausage & fried egg breakfast bap

• Smoked salmon & scrambled eggs on sourdough toast

• Ham & mature Cheddar toastie with salad

• Homemade quiche of the day

• Fresh fruit salad with Greek yoghurt

Above the windowsill hung a simple wooden sign, the bold handwriting with elegant white letters.

Dancing Petal Cafe

Charlotte gently pushed open the old oak door. A small brass bell above it gave a cheerful chime. The cafe was much smaller than she remembered.

Morning sunlight streamed through the front windows, casting warm pools of light across the polished wooden floor. The old oak floorboards had been polished so many times that they glowed softly in the morning light. Small round oak tables and matching wooden chairs, worn smooth by countless years of use, gave the cafe a comforting sense of home. These oak tables were arranged neatly around the room, each surrounded by four wooden chairs. A tiny white porcelain bud vase sat on each table, holding a fresh flower, sometimes a rose, sometimes a daisy or a sprig of lavender.

The cream-coloured walls were decorated with watercolour paintings of Bluebell Ridge in all seasons. One was Silver Swan Lake in early morning mist. Another captured Bluebell Hill Farm during late spring, when thousands of bluebells painted the fields in shades of violet-blue. The third one was Thea Cat Woods with quiet woodland walking trails and ancient oak trees.

Behind the wooden counter, glass cake stands displayed generous slices of Victoria sponge, lemon drizzle cake, coffee and walnut cake, and homemade fruit scones waiting to be served with strawberry jam and thick Devon clotted cream. A polished brass coffee machine released a gentle hiss as fresh milk was steamed, while neatly stacked china teapots and floral cups filled the wooden shelves behind.

The rich aroma of freshly ground coffee mingled with the comforting scent of warm butter, toasted bread and cakes fresh from the oven. Somewhere in the kitchen, plates clinked gently while a kettle whistled softly before falling silent again.

Only a handful of customers were inside at this hour.

An elderly couple sat by the window sharing a pot of tea and reading separate newspapers. A young mother quietly fed pieces of toast to a little girl whose legs swung happily beneath her chair. Two builders, still wearing dusty boots, were discussing the day’s work over large mugs of tea and full English breakfasts.

Everything moved at an unhurried pace.

No one stared at a phone.

No one rushed.

Charlotte suddenly realised she had almost forgotten what an ordinary morning could feel like. A cheerful woman wearing a pale blue apron looked up from behind the counter.

“Good morning, love.” Her smile arrived before her words did. “What can I get you?”

Charlotte looked up at the handwritten menu hanging on the wall.

“I’ll have the smoked salmon and scrambled eggs on sourdough toast, please… and a pot of Yorkshire tea.”

“Excellent choice,” the woman replied warmly. “Take any table you like. I’ll bring it over.”

“Thank you.”

Charlotte chose a small table beside the front window. From there she could see almost the entire village square. The florist was arranging buckets of fresh flowers outside the shop. A postman cycled slowly past, waving to nearly everyone he met.

An elderly gentleman stopped outside the bakery to chat with the baker instead of going inside immediately.

Nothing seemed hurried. Everyone appeared to know everyone else.

Charlotte wrapped both hands around the warm teacup after it arrived. The familiar fragrance of Yorkshire tea rose gently with the steam.

A few minutes later, her breakfast followed. The scrambled eggs were soft and creamy, the smoked salmon folded neatly across thick slices of toasted sourdough. A small salad of rocket and cherry tomatoes completed the plate.

It was simple.

Fresh.

Perfectly cooked.

She had barely finished her first bite when someone stopped beside her table.

“I thought that was you.”

Charlotte looked up.

A silver-haired lady stood smiling warmly, holding her own teacup.

She looked to be in her early seventies, dressed neatly in a navy cardigan, cream blouse and pearl earrings that caught the morning light.

For a second Charlotte searched her memory. Then recognition arrived.

“Margaret?”

Margaret Whitmore’s face brightened.

“I was hoping you’d remember me.”

Charlotte stood immediately.

“Of course I remember you.”

Margaret had been one of her grandmother’s closest friends. As a child, Charlotte remembered visiting her house every Christmas, where homemade mince pies always seemed to appear straight from the oven.

“My goodness,” Margaret said, gently touching Charlotte’s arm. “It’s been years.”

“It has.”

“I was at the funeral yesterday.”

Charlotte nodded quietly.

“Thank you for coming.”

“There wasn’t anywhere else I would have been.”

Margaret looked at her carefully.

“You look very much like your grandmother around the eyes.”

Charlotte smiled softly.

“I’ve been hearing that a lot.”

“It’s true.”

Margaret glanced towards the empty chair.

“May I?”

“Please.”

She sat down with her tea as naturally as though they had done this every Tuesday for years.

“I heard you’ve inherited the cottage,” Margaret said.

“Yes.”

“And are you staying?”

Charlotte hesitated. “Only for a week.”

Margaret smiled into her teacup but said nothing immediately. After a small pause she replied gently, “That’s what many people say when they first come back.”

Charlotte laughed politely. “I really do mean a week.”

“We shall see.”

Before Charlotte could answer, the lady behind the counter walked past carrying another tray.”Oh, Margaret, you’ve already found our returning visitor.”

Margaret smiled. “I certainly have.”

The cafe owner turned to Charlotte with the same welcoming expression she had shown when she first walked in. “Your grandmother practically lived in this cafe. It’s lovely to see another Hayes sitting by that window again.”

Charlotte looked towards the chair she was sitting in. “Did she always sit here?”

“Every Thursday morning,” the woman replied. “Exactly that seat.”

Charlotte glanced down at her teacup.

She hadn’t chosen it for any particular reason.

She
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