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            THE NEW GARDENER

          

        

      

    

    
      Vivienne had lived alone in the house for three years now, and the garden had grown wild in all the right ways. High brick walls and mature trees kept it private from the road and the neighbours beyond. She liked the seclusion; it suited a woman who no longer had to explain herself to anyone.

      The agency had been useless. Polite men with clipboards had come and gone, promising schedules, quotes, maintenance plans, and the sort of careful, bloodless competence that made her want to cancel the whole thing before they'd even reached the lawn.

      Then the advert had caught her eye on a local Facebook group: Jake R. - Garden maintenance, landscaping, regular contracts taken on, no job too messy.

      His photograph showed a young man with a cocky half-smile, leaning on a spade in a fitted, slightly mucky work shirt that did very little to hide the shape of him. Twenty-two, according to his bio. Too young to be sensible. Too sure of himself to be harmless.

      She sent the enquiry that evening.

      The garden needed taking in hand properly - lawns, borders, hedges, beds, the old greenhouse, the side path, the trees along the far wall. It needed someone regular. Someone competent. Someone she could summon when she wanted the place kept exactly as she liked it.

      He arrived two days later, three sharp wraps on the front door just after lunch.

      Vivienne opened the door in a fitted navy summer dress that clung where it should and moved when she did. The neckline sat low enough to show the best of her breasts; the fabric skimmed her hips and stopped just above the knee. She had left her feet bare, her toenails painted a glossy, deliberate red, as though even answering the door had been prepared with care.

      His gaze dropped for half a second before he dragged it back up to her face.

      Jake stood on the step in scuffed work boots, tan work shorts, and a grey T-shirt with a landscaping logo stitched across the chest. He was broad-shouldered and lean, with dark hair cut short at the sides and the easy, insolent confidence of someone who knew his body did half the talking for him.

      "Mrs Hale?"

      "Vivienne," she corrected.

      "I'm here about the garden," he clarified, needlessly.

      Vivienne slipped her painted feet into waiting slides.

      "Follow me."

      She led him round the side of the house to the garden. He walked a pace behind, and she felt his gaze on her. She didn't mind. When they reached the patio she turned, one hand resting on the back of a chair.

      "This isn't a quick tidy-up," she said. "I'm looking for someone who can come regularly. Two or three days a week to begin with, more as and when my needs demand it. Lawns, hedges, borders, the greenhouse, the back wall. I want the whole garden brought under control and kept that way."

      Jake looked past her towards the far boundary, assessing the laurel, the borders, the long sweep of grass. His attention sharpened when he realised the size of the job.

      Then his mouth curved.

      "Sounds like you need someone who knows how to handle big jobs."

      Vivienne raised an eyebrow. The comment was deliberate, crude, and he knew it. She let the silence stretch a moment, then smiled slowly.

      "Most young men I've met are more subtle."

      "Most young men aren't as good as me."

      She liked the nerve. Most lads his age either stammered or tried too hard to impress. Jake simply stood there, young and sure of himself, waiting to see what she would do with the remark. She let her eyes travel over him once, openly, then turned to point out the far boundary.

      "We'll start with a trial week," she said. "If I'm satisfied, we'll make it permanent."

      His smile widened. "You'll be satisfied."

      She gave him a look that should have warned him. Instead, it seemed only to encourage him.

      They walked the garden together. He asked practical questions about plug locations, tools, access to the brown bins, where she wanted cuttings piled, how often she liked the lawns done. He wasn't stupid. That surprised her slightly. Beneath the arrogance there was a practised eye, a quickness in the way he assessed the work.

      At the potting shed she handed him a set of keys.

      "This one is for the shed, and that one's for the side gate," she said. "You'll use the gate when you're working. No need to come through the house unless I ask you to."

      Their fingers brushed as he took the keys. Neither pulled away immediately.

      "Sounds official," he said.

      "It is."

      "So I'm on trial, then?"

      "For now."

      "And after that?"

      Vivienne looked at him for a moment, allowing herself the smallest smile.

      "After that, we'll see how good you are."

      Jake's gaze dipped briefly to her mouth, then lower, before he corrected himself with no real attempt at shame.

      "When do you want me?"

      "Tomorrow. Eight o'clock."

      "Eight it is."

      He left with the keys in his back pocket, a nod, and another quick, insolent glance at her body. Vivienne stood on the patio until she heard his van pull away, the faint throb of music through the open window.
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        * * *

      

      He arrived the next morning exactly on time.

      That pleased her more than she expected.

      He let himself in through the side gate as instructed, carrying his tools, dressed this time in a sleeveless work top that clung to his shoulders. Vivienne watched from the kitchen window while she made coffee. He went straight to the shed, unlocked it, took out the ladder and hedge trimmer, and started with the laurel along the back wall.

      For the first few hours he kept the top on.

      Only when the sun climbed higher did he peel it off and toss it onto the grass beside his tools.

      By mid-morning, sweat ran freely down his spine. She took a glass of water out to him.

      "Thought you might need this."

      Jake wiped his forehead with the back of his wrist and accepted the glass. "Cheers." He drank half in one go, throat working. A trickle escaped the corner of his mouth and ran down his chest. Vivienne followed it with her eyes.

      "You're making good progress," she said.

      "Not bad for my first day."

      "Your first day on trial."

      He grinned. "Still calling it that?"

      "I haven't decided what else to call it yet."

      "Employment, maybe."

      "Don't be presumptuous."

      "Contract, then."

      "That sounds safer."

      He glanced over the garden, then back at her. "You'll want me back."

      She met his gaze and held it. "I expect I will."

      Over the next week he came three times. He arrived at eight, used the side gate, collected what he needed from the shed, and worked until she told him he was done. By the second visit there was a rhythm to it. By the third, he moved around the garden as though it already partly belonged to him.

      Vivienne noticed that.

      She noticed everything.

      He had made the lawns neat, cut the laurel into a hard dark line, cleared the nettles from behind the greenhouse, and began reclaiming the old beds along the south wall. Each visit left the place sharper, more deliberate, less neglected.

      Each visit also brought him closer to the house.

      There was always a reason. A question about the herb bed near the kitchen. A request for another sack. A pause by the patio doors while he wiped sweat from his chest with his discarded shirt. He had the instincts of a stray dog testing whether it was allowed indoors.

      Vivienne encouraged him just enough.

      She began to time her movements - stepping out onto the patio in a thin cotton robe while he trimmed the edge of the lawn, or leaning against the doorframe in a blouse that gaped when she reached for something. The talk stayed just on the right side of professional, but the pauses between sentences grew heavier.

      On the fourth visit she wore the same navy dress again.

      Jake was mulching the border near the patio. When she walked past, he straightened up, secateurs in one hand. His eyes moved over her before he seemed to remember he was being paid to look at the garden.

      "Looking good," he said.

      "The border?"

      He smiled. "Among other things."

      Vivienne stopped beside him. The sun was warm on her shoulders. He was dirty from work, forearms marked with scratches, a smear of soil near his jaw. He looked less like someone hired for a few hours and more like someone she had begun to install into the life of the house. A fixture. A useful young body with a key to the side gate.

      "I've been considering your trial," she said.

      Jake leaned one hand on the handle of the fork. "Yeah?"

      "You're competent."

      "That all?"

      "You're punctual."

      "High praise."

      "And you follow instructions reasonably well."

      His mouth curved. "Depends on the instructions."

      She let that sit between them.

      "You're very sure of yourself for someone not yet confirmed."

      "Trial's going well though, isn't it?"

      She didn't answer. Instead she let her eyes drop to the front of his shorts, then back to his face. The corner of her mouth lifted.

      "Keep working," she said.

      His expression flickered, amused and frustrated at once.

      "Yes, boss."

      The word landed in a way that neither of them expected.

      Vivienne held his gaze for a beat longer, then turned and went back inside.

      He stayed until late afternoon. When he packed up, she watched from the window again, noting the way he cleaned the tools, returned them to the shed, locked it properly, and checked the side gate before climbing into the van.

      Good.

      He could learn.

      Vivienne poured herself a glass of wine and sat on the patio as the light faded. The garden already looked sharper, more intentional. The laurel stood clipped and obedient against the back wall. The beds were turning from wilderness into design.

      Jake had done that.

      Jake, with his crude mouth, his young body, his shed key, and his youthful confidence.

      She ran a finger around the rim of the glass and smiled to herself.
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            SUN ON THE PATIO

          

        

      

    

    
      By the following week, Jake had become part of the rhythm of the house.

      He arrived through the side gate at eight, unlocked the shed himself, and set to work without needing to be told. Vivienne liked that. She liked hearing the gate latch click while she was still drinking her first coffee. She liked the low scrape of tools being lifted from the shed, the distant thud of boots on the path, the knowledge that somewhere beyond the kitchen windows there was a young man working because she had decided he should be there.

      His trial was, for all practical purposes, over.

      Neither of them had said so outright, but the arrangement had settled into something more permanent. Two days a week had become three. The shed was quickly become his domain. He had started keeping a spare pair of gloves there, tucked on the open shelf beside the plant feed, as though the place had begun to adjusted itself to make room for him.

      Vivienne had noticed.

      She noticed how easily he moved about in there, taking tools from their hooks, reaching for twine, compost, sacks, feed. He had become familiar with everything she had allowed him to touch.

      Everything except the drawers beneath the old workbench.

      Those remained closed.

      She had told him on his first day that they were private, and for all his cheek, Jake had not yet been foolish enough to test the word.

      Vivienne noticed that too.

      She noticed, too, how often he
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