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Chapter One – “not interested”
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“FUCK ... FUCK ... FUCK!”

The coffee mug was the first thing to hit the lawn just outside of the French doors, followed by the laptop.

“FUCK!”

Silence; save for the sound of the lawnmower, filtering up from the bottom of the garden.

Daniel was now in that unhappy place. The one where you find yourself after venting your spleen and taking it out on inanimate objects, only then to realise that you have neither coffee nor laptop.

A cloud of fresh tobacco smoke billowed out of the French doors; well, some things are sacred!

Samuel was trying to keep a low profile, having seen the mug and computer ejected. As first days go, it had already been eventful.

“Hello! Daniel. Garden - of no interest - shed with many tools. Have fun! Money on the kitchen table.”

“Hello; Samuel. Prefer Sam. Gardener - of no interest - you’ve got Japanese Knotweed. Will! Thanks.”

The twitch at the corner of the mouth told Sam that, despite Daniel’s bluster, he had a sense of humour and clearly appreciated the fact that he, Sam, was wearing shorts.

“Coffee later? Terribly busy!”

Before Sam could reply, Daniel grabbed his hand, shook it, smiled broadly and then quick-marched back to the house.

oOo

Sam had seen the advert in the newsagent’s window. Dolly had said, “Be careful. He chews people up and spits them out. He’s always upsetting someone or other.”

Sam had called and, with no introductions on Daniel’s side, had been informed;

“Garden. Twice a week. Tuesday and Friday. Ten quid an hour. Shed full of tools. Say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ ...”

“Ye-yes-”

“Great! Tuesday ... see you tomorrow!”

CLICK.

“Ten quid cash in hand pays the rent ...”

oOo

The house was stately even by Esher Park Avenue standards. A late Victorian pile in simple lawn and shrub grounds - apparently of no interest; reached by a driveway of 100 yards which began at the open gates and ended at the triple garage which housed a brand new Jaguar S type.

Sam drove in and pulled up outside the garage, leaving room for the Jag’ to get out. No-one answered the front door, so he went around the back to find Daniel, screaming down the telephone.

He espied the shed and decided it would be best just to get on with it. Daniel had come out shortly afterwards and had delivered his ‘induction’.

Once Daniel had returned to the house, Sam opened up the shed and took a deep breath. He started the mowing furthest from the house, not wishing to disturb Mount Vesuvius this early in the day; though 9 wasn’t early in his book. The top had blown off at 10 o’clock. Seeing the bluish smoke escape from the terrace doors, Sam decided it was time for a puff break and wandered back to the shed to rummage for the tin in his bag. He lit up and his own cloud was answered by Daniel’s, like two Apaches signalling to each other across some canyon; ‘The pale faces are coming!’

Sam was already tanned. Daniel was as pale as china.

While puffing away, Sam examined the Japanese Knotweed, “He’ll have to sort that.”

Finishing his cigarette, Sam returned to the bottom end of the garden and finished mowing and raking up. The compost was in good order, and in actual fact, it looked like the grass had been cut within the last week. Marshy had said that ‘Bridger’ had been doing the job. They were good, if not a little expensive, so Sam wondered why they’d been given the ‘heave ho’.

By now, it was eleven o’clock and the coffee bug was biting, so he wandered up to the house and found the kitchen door open. Stepping up to the threshold, he saw Daniel, making the coffee, engrossed in the process, with an unlit cigarette between his teeth.

“Two minutes!”

“You’ve got Knotweed; gotta sort that.”

“Sort it!”

“It’ll take a bit of sorting and it won’t be chea-”

“There you go!” Daniel announced, handing over the perfect cup of coffee; in his never humble opinion.

“Thanks ...”

“Right! I’m Daniel Harding ... and you are?”

“Sam Taylor.”

“Pleasure! I’m not the complete cunt that Dolly at the newsagent’s paints me as. However, I am very busy.”

“Busy.”

“All the time, and totally hacked off with my publisher.”

“Hacked off ... Can I have some more sugar, please?”

“Sure; biscuit?”

“Thanks ... Author?”

“Matthew Franks, purveyor of tropes, not tripe!” and Daniel chuckled.

Sam frowned momentarily but knew he hadn’t heard the name.

“... I’m niche ... which obviously means that my publisher ... THE CUNT ... can treat me like a complete imbecile ...”

Sam just looked on and nodded, wondering if the lava flow would eventually engulf them both. He was fascinated too because Daniel was like a perpetual motion machine, touching and fussing with everything.

“... I’m popular; always turn out a decent story but he seems to think that he can treat me like an idiot ...”

“Why do you stay with them then?”

“Oh, it’s just easier; all the marketing and publicity.”

Sam remembered what Liz had told him about self-publishing.

“You can do all that yourself these days.”

“For kids and pensioners.”

Sam didn’t really know; Liz seemed to survive on it.

“Either way, won’t be easy to mow the lawn with the laptop plugged into it.”

“No; I’ll remove it.” The lips toyed with a smile; lips in perpetual motion just like everything else.

“Do you want me to mow up here if you’re working then?”

“Got to go out; be fine. I’ll remove the laptop.”

Silence descended, companionable enough but sprinkled with a little tension and Sam just assumed that Daniel wasn’t comfortable with strangers around the place.

“Do you want another?”

Daniel’s question about another coffee was, therefore, at odds with the vibe.

“Uhm, sure ... but I don’t want to hold you up.”

Daniel blushed for no apparent reason. Sam shifted uneasily and rolled another cigarette to give himself something to do.

“What do we need to do about the Knotweed? Bridger mentioned it but I didn’t like him so I ignored him.”

“Dig it all out and dispose of it properly. You couldn’t sell this place if they see it.”

“I wasn’t planning on it.”

“Your neighbours might get the hump if it starts to invade their properties.”

“Well, sort it, please. The TWAT next door has given me enough grief about the trees already.”

Sam accepted the second cup of coffee.

“Thanks ... I parked up by the garage but there’s room for you to get out ...”

The flush had disappeared from Daniel’s face and he just nodded.

“... I’ll get on then ...”

Another nod.

oOo

By the time Sam had brought the lawnmower up to the top end of the garden, the coffee cup and the laptop had been removed from the lawn and the French doors had been closed. He cut the grass and raked up, tidying the edges with the strimmer. He broke for lunch at one-thirty.

He hadn’t heard the car leave but heard it return. He retreated to the shed to eat his sandwich. He saw the French doors being flung open, accompanied by a combatant, ‘RIGHT!’

Sam turned his attention to the hedges and tidying up the trailing roses that covered the gazebo. At three-thirty, he heard ‘TEA UP!’ and he wandered up to the kitchen door.

“That CUNT flagged me down and practically ordered me to do something about the Knotweed; fucking ordered me!”

“I can do it but it won’t be pretty for a while or cheap.”

“Just do it ... please ... He’s the Swiss Ambassador and fucking the wife of the Neighbourhood Association Chairman. I just can’t deal with the BULLSHIT!”

“I’ll start tomorrow,” Sam suggested, hoping to mollify the temper, “I’m just gonna cut the grass out front and call it a day ... if that’s okay?”

“That’s fine. Do you want paying today?”

“Uhm, no; we can square up later if you like.”

“Okay; I have to get on because I have a deadline.”

Daniel disappeared, dragging the word behind him like a truculent dog or child.

Sam cut the grass out the front and did the edges of the driveway, all the way down to the gates. There was another house directly opposite, with gates which were closed, and a security guard with dogs, patrolling the perimeter.

Esher Park Avenue was a bit of an enclave for the seriously wealthy; bankers, top Civil Servants and heads of industry. Sam smiled at the guard, who ignored him. The dogs were curious but got hauled away.

Sam loved dogs, especially his own, Maggie, a mature Rottweiler. He wanted to clock off so he could let her out because she’d been cooped up in the cottage all day. Generally, he took her to work with him but, not knowing the score with Daniel, he’d left her at home. He’d have to ask if he could bring her with him because if he was going to be doing extra days, she couldn’t be left alone for all that time.

By six o’clock, he had finished. Wandering around to close the shed, he passed the kitchen and saw Daniel fussing with something; he was fresh from the shower and wrapped in just a towel.

“I was gonna ask if I can bring the dog; she’s as good as gold.”

“As long as it stays out of the house and doesn’t try to shag next door’s Shih-Tzu; STUPID YAPPING FUCKING BITCH LIKE YOUR OWNER! ... What time tomorrow?”

“Say ... 8?”

“Fine; I’m out for the morning.”

“Okay, thanks; see you tomorrow then.”

There was a pause, floating between them like an empty, cartoon character’s dialogue bubble.

“Bye, Sam.”

And the bubble burst.
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Chapter Two – “easy does it”
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“Hello, sweetheart!”

Maggie made more than the usual fuss of her returning master. Sam grabbed the lead before he took off his boots and they headed to the Common.

“You can come with me tomorrow. Gotta behave yourself ... and no shagging next door’s Shih-Tzu!” he chuckled.

Not having used his own tools and therefore not having to clean them up, Sam had more time and, seeing as his own grass was cut, he sat down with a beer for a change. The cottage belonged to Veronica’s ex, Charles. Sam’s tenure was assured all the time Charles was in Ibiza shagging Natasha. The rent was a hundred quid a week, which Sam gave to Veronica as part of the divorce settlement. He did her garden in exchange for the phone and the electric.

She’d have waived the rent if he’d tended her roses but he liked his bread toasted on only one side ... if there was any bread ... and there hadn’t been anything much of that of late.

After dinner, he sorted out a few tools for the job of removing the Knotweed and then flopped in front of the ancient laptop which Liz had given him. The story was unfinished, and every time he worked on it, he picked off the scab of the plot and started again. The labour of cleaning the wound and re-applying a fresh plaster carried him to eleven p.m and his bed. Maggie scooted around the garden and
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