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CHAPTER ONE




April Fools



Scott’s mobile rang at eight in the morning on April 1st. 

    Lydia put down her coffee and they both watched it vibrate across the table for a few more seconds, before Scott raised his eyebrows at her and then picked it up before walking away. Lydia wrapped her hands around her coffee mug, trying to keep the nervous jitters that had just started in her stomach at bay. 

    The call had to be garden related. No one else would think that eight in the morning was a reasonable time to call someone. 

    She looked out of the kitchen window at the sunlight flecked woods beyond. They’d sent their joint application for the live in gardening position in Cornwall a few days ago, and Lydia had been trying to forget about it ever since. It had been so perfect! They’d be living in a beautiful cottage with wisteria growing up it, and they’d be the only gardeners working on a sprawling estate. But it had been Lucas Jenner – a man who had manipulated Scott and Lydia from the very start, who had suggested the job. That was something she couldn’t help but feel uneasy about. 

    So they had both kept applying for jobs and had continued to have no luck. It’s as if the world doesn’t need any more gardeners, she thought. 

    Lydia bit her lip and thought about Heathley – the park and gardens where she’d got her first job as a gardener and had also met Scott. Last month, the gardens had been all but destroyed by a deliberately set fire. Everyone presumed it had been started by the ex-garden manager, George Noakes. His body was found at the bottom of an old open drainage shaft. Scott had been the one to identify it. 

    The gardens were already in trouble before the fire. The newly appointed garden manager had made Scott redundant, claiming financial difficulties. At the time, Lydia and the rest of the staff had found it hard to believe. They had seen a lot of cash changing hands over the Christmas period, but it had transpired that all of the money that had been taken (beyond the admission fee) had mysteriously disappeared. 

    It had only been because Lydia had discovered the deer fence had been cut with wire cutters, and had then stumbled upon the forgotten drainage shafts beyond, that she’d figured out after the fire that George Noakes had taken the money and hidden it, only to return later. But now George was dead and the money was still missing. She supposed they’d never find out what became of it. 

    Heathley was over for she and Scott. 

    She sighed and returned to her copy of the local newspaper, half-heartedly circling an ad for a builder’s labourer with Scott in mind. He wouldn’t like it, but his too-good-to-be-true salary at Summerton had turned out to be exactly that, and Lydia wasn’t expecting to see the rest of the money she was owed for the landscaping job she’d done for them any time soon. They’d both breached their contracts and that was that. They had to find another way to make money or their independence would be at risk. Unfortunately, Scott wasn’t the kind of person who dealt well with admitting he was struggling. 

    “We got it.” 

    Lydia looked up and frowned.

    Scott bowled back into the kitchen, waving the mobile with a grin on his tanned face. “You know… the job in Cornwall?” He elaborated, realising that she wasn’t following.

    Lydia stood up in surprise and Scott wrapped his arms around her.

    “I knew we’d be okay,” he said quietly.

    Lydia nodded, breathing in the scent of sea salt and Boss aftershave. She pulled back a little, looking at Scott with worried eyes. “You don’t think that Lucas might still be trying to play with our lives?” She asked.

    Scott shook his head, thinking of the manipulative head gardener at Summerton. “No. From what you’ve said, this is him trying to atone for what he did. I think we should just take it at face value.” 

    Lydia raised an eyebrow at him and a smile tweaked Scott’s mouth. 

    “Okay, fine, I also asked the guy on the end of the phone, Anton, if he’d ever heard of someone called Lucas Jenner. He said he hadn’t.”

    “He could have been lying,” Lydia commented.

    Scott sighed and brushed a few strands of her dark hair back from her face. “Even if he is… are we really in a position to turn this down?” 

    Lydia nodded. She knew it was true.“It just seems, really, really…”

    “Perfect,” Scott finished. 

    “You said yes though, right?” Lydia asked and Scott smiled again.

    “Of course I did. It could be the worst job ever, but it will probably be okay as long as we’re in it together. Only because I’ll get to watch you suffer right with me,” he added.

    She punched his arm. “Remind me why it is that I love you?” 

     Scott’s grey eyes flashed with mischievous intent. “I can show you right now, if you like…”




***




“Cornwall? Cornwall?! That seems like a big step, darling. Hang on, is this an April Fool’s joke?” Her mother’s expression was hopeful. 

    Lydia grabbed another lemon biscuit before her mother inevitably whisked the tin away - as she always did when she was unhappy with one of Lydia’s decisions. 

    “It’s a job, mum! Half a year ago you were dying for me to get a job and move out.” 

    Her mother pulled a hurt face. “That’s not true! I just wanted you to have a little independence – for you, darling, not for me.” 

     Lydia crossed her arms and stared down at the freshly made latte from the posh coffee machine. “Well, this is me being independent,” she said, knowing exactly what was coming next.

    “But you’re going to be living with him, aren’t you?” 

     Lydia flinched at her mother’s deliberate avoidance of saying Scott’s name. Just because he wasn’t a doctor, or had a job in finance, her mum had taken against him. 

    “Yes, of course. The job is for a couple. It’s perfect for us. We’ve already worked together and we really, really like each other.” Lydia wasn’t quite ready to drop ‘the L bomb’ on her mother yet.

    “I thought it was a bit… impulsive when you moved in with him. But this… you’ll be so far away from us all,” her mother said, tilting her head and trying to look sympathetic. 

    Lydia kept her arms crossly folded. “Honestly, I think it will all be fine. Anyway, as you said, it’s time for me to be independent and this is my independent decision as an adult. Pretty much everything has gone wrong for us so far, but we’re still together. I think that says something.” 

    Her mum whisked the biscuit tin away.

    “All it says to me is you aren’t meeting the right people. Why gardening, Lydia? You could have been working your way up through a company right now. Instead, you’re outside roughing it in all weathers.”

    “I know. It’s brilliant isn’t it?” Lydia said, unable to contain her grin. “Anyway, I’ve got lots of packing to do. I’ll see you some time soon.” She stood up and lightly brushed her lips against her mum’s cheek. 

    Her mother brushed her own dyed blonde hair back, patting it to check a single hair wasn’t out of place in her perfect bob. “You’ll call me as soon as you get connected with a phone?” She asked.

    Lydia nodded, planning on leaving it a good while longer than that. Her mum would want her to check in everyday. Deep down, Lydia knew it was because she cared, but working as a gardener usually meant you didn’t have time for an hour’s chat every day. Fortunately, her mother still hadn’t accepted the existence of mobile phones.

    “It’s going to be fine mum, he loves me,” she said, opening the door and deciding to leave her with something to think about. Perhaps it would even be reassuring. 

    Her mother’s forehead creased, although she quickly returned her expression to something that wouldn’t result in permanent wrinkles. “That’s exactly what men say when they want something. He could be a murderer for all you know!” 

    Lydia rolled her eyes and shut the door, deciding not to engage. It was just like her mother to have the last word. 

    As she walked down the driveway towards her car, her mother’s final words repeated in her head. He could be a murderer for all you know. For some reason, her mind drifted to the newspaper story about George Noakes’ untimely demise. Had the cause of death been announced yet?

    “You’re getting paranoid in your old age,” she said aloud, as she got into her car and started the engine. It was time to draw a line beneath everything that had happened since the start of the New Year and start over again in a new place.

    This time, it will be different, she promised herself.


CHAPTER TWO




Wild Horses

Lydia wound down the window and let her hand catch the warm breeze while they drove down the main road. Green trees and fields whipped past as they neared their destination and Lydia felt her love for all things growing and the wild rise up inside her. This was shaping up to be a little slice of horticultural heaven. 

    Next to her, Scott frowned and twisted the wheel a little. 

    Lydia stopped staring out of the window and looked across at him. “You okay?” She asked and he looked blankly at her for a moment before shaking himself.

    “Yeah, fine… I don’t know. I was just thinking about George. Almost drifted off for a second. I guess I’m getting tired.” He smiled wanly at her.

    Lydia reached out and squeezed his leg. 

    “I know you knew him longer than I did,” she said, privately reflecting that their relationship had never been a happy one. 

    George and Scott had always been at odds. George had been intent on modernising the gardens and making them into a family attraction. Scott had been focused on maintaining tradition. 

    Scott shook his head. “No, I’m fine, really. I was just thinking about the fire and how he died.” 

     Lydia felt her hand tense a little. “How did he die?” She asked, wondering if Scott had been able to tell. 

     He shrugged and frowned and for a second, Lydia felt guilty about dredging up the memory. But she had to know or it was going to bug her forever.

    “Not sure. I suppose it was probably drowning. His body looked pretty beat up, but I doubt it was a clean fall down the shaft.” He blinked and focused on keeping the car straight.

    “Do you want me to take over?” Lydia asked.

    “No, I’m good. I’m focused now. Anyway, according to the Sat Nav we’ve only got half a mile to go.” He stopped talking as they drove past a maple sign which read ‘Green Acres Racing Stables’. They’d almost arrived! 

    “I forgot about the horses… I am really not a fan of horses,” Scott muttered when they turned down a narrow tarmac lane and began winding through the grounds. 

     Lydia could make out perfectly manicured lawns with fast moving blobs running back and forth. She figured that was where the racehorses trained. 

    “You’d better not mention that to our new boss,” she said and turned her attention to the grounds. 

    The picture was a lot less pretty. 

    She could observe where the flowerbeds were meant to be, but they didn’t have much in the way of flowers in them. Brambles roamed rampant and even the grass was turning the place into a wild meadow. It was easy to see where the money and care went in this place. Horses came first.

    “Now we know why they were finding it so hard to fill the position,” Lydia commented, as they drove through more overgrown landscape. 

     Scott nodded, but he looked happier than she’d seen him in ages. “It’s a challenge – I love a good challenge,” he said.

    Lydia knew exactly what he meant. They’d spent too long tweaking things until they were perfect. It was time to unleash a landscaping makeover. She could tell that Scott was itching to stretch his gardening legs after being assigned mundane maintenance tasks while at Summerton. 

    Scott pulled up next to a huge, pale cream mansion. Lydia was uncomfortably reminded of the house at Summerton for a moment but in truth, this place was far more lavish. They stepped out into the warm early evening air and made eye contact across the top of the car.

    “Is someone meant to be meeting us?” Lydia asked, unsure what Scott had arranged over the phone. 

    He checked the time and shrugged. “Yes. We’re a few minutes early though.” 

    They didn’t have to wait long. The main double doors burst open and two men walked out. The first man had black hair and tanned skin, dark designer stubble, and eyes that Lydia suspected could go from being warm to dangerous in a second. He was flanked by a much larger man with a military haircut, who looked like he was about to burst through the seams of his suit.

    “Are you… Anton?” Scott asked hesitantly, when the smaller man arrived by the car. 

    The man laughed and then turned to the larger man, who summoned up a smile – grudgingly. Lydia thought he looked like he was counting out the pounds he was being paid per hour and had figured out it was worth that small amount of effort. 

    “I’m Zain Miah, the owner of Green Acres. Everything you see here is mine,” the man with the dangerous eyes said. 

    Lydia’s own eyes widened. She’d heard of him. The whole world had heard of him. Zain Miah owned a lot more than Green Acres. He seemed to own almost everything. He had a lot of fingers in a lot of pies and apparently racehorses were just another finger being dipped. She’d had no idea that this was who they’d be working for. 

     He smiled, his bleached teeth practically glowing in the early twilight. “I always like to meet my staff when possible, especially when my associate informed me that there wasn’t an interview.” 

    Lydia knew both she and Scott had tensed up. They’d driven all this way and packed up their entire life and now this man was suggesting that they may not make the grade? 

    Zain smiled again, his eyes flashing with amusement. “I’m joking of course. Your records speak for themselves and no one else who had seen the place wanted the job,” he confided, and Lydia knew her suspicions were confirmed. “You are still happy to take the job, aren’t you?” He asked and suddenly it didn’t seem like he’d come to meet them to intimidate them. It was more likely that he was hoping a bit of stardust would make them want to stay. 

    “It’s exactly the kind of thing we love doing. We can’t wait to talk to you… or whoever is overseeing this project, about what you’d like done,” Lydia said when it became apparent that Scott was staying silent. The journey must have really worn him out, she thought, feeling slightly peeved that he wasn’t making an effort to be polite. 

    Zain looked taken aback for a second. “What I’d like done… hmm, yes. Well, I have a few ideas of course,” he said and Lydia knew he just couldn’t admit that he’d given it zero thought whatsoever. 

    “If it helps, I’ve got a degree in landscaping, so I can always make suggestions and draw up plans. I’d run them by you first, of course,” she told him, hiding a smile. 

    Zain looked enthusiastic once more and he directed his next smile smile solely at her. “Fantastic. I knew you were the right people for the job after Anton filled me in.” He nodded at the huge man who merely grunted in acknowledgement. 

     Lydia was starting to wonder if he spoke at all, but then Scott had definitely spoken to him on the phone. Perhaps the silence was catching. Scott was displaying all the personality of a block of concrete.

    “Maybe we should get to where we’re staying before it gets dark?” Lydia politely prompted when Zain became distracted by something in the distance. 

    He nodded and waved a hand dismissively. “Yes, Anton will show you,” he said, and with a great effort, he tore his eyes away from the horizon. “I look forward to our meetings, Lydia,” he said and she blushed from the direct attention, impressed that someone as successful as Zain Miah knew her name. 

    Anton moved down towards their car. Zain strode off across the lawns in the direction he’d been looking. Lydia finally turned around and could just make out the silhouette of a horse kicking its legs out and shifting in a nervous manner, its rider apparently unable to calm it. 

    “James, I’ve told you a thousand times – Lightning Blaze has to be pushed hard if you ever want him to respect you. He wants to work hard. He wants to run. Do not hold him back, or I’ll find someone better suited to getting the best out of my horses,” Zain threatened.

    Lydia raised her eyebrows at the complete transformation of character. Next to her, Anton grunted again and then spoke for the first time.

    “You’d think he actually knew something about horses after a speech like that.” Anton shut his mouth so quickly that after a few more seconds of silence, Lydia wasn’t even convinced he’d spoken at all. 

    He opened the passenger door of the car and got in, his knees practically bunched up around his ears. Lydia realised she was expected to sit in the back and got in with a sigh, trying to find a place among the suitcases. 

    Anton didn’t talk beyond pointing and nodding as they drove further into the estate and eventually pulled up outside the little country cottage.

    “This is exactly like the picture,” Lydia said, breathing a silent sigh of relief. 

    Anton gave her a funny look that probably meant ‘what else would it be like?’ and then got out of the car. 

    “I’ll leave you to settle in. Come and see me at seven tomorrow and I’ll tell you what needs to be done. In case you hadn’t noticed – it’s a lot,” he said, and Lydia tried to work out if this meant he had a sense of humour after all. 

    Nope, his face was a blank slate. 

    “Mr Miah may have sounded like he wanted to oversee this, but really he is far too… busy. It will be me who you report to and I’ll approve any plans,” Anton told them. Seeing Lydia and Scott’s anxious faces, he sighed. “And if Mr Miah has a problem, I will also deal with it,” he reassured them. They’d all witnessed their new boss’s outburst over Lightning Blaze.

    “So this is it,” Lydia said, unlocking the front door and stepping over the threshold. She breathed in the smell of a house that had been left empty for too long but knew that would fade in time. All they needed were a few more nice days and the place would lose its staleness and their own spirits would take up residence. 

    “It’s kind of dark, don’t you think?” Scott said.

    Lydia quickly found the light switch. “It’s just the shutters – look,” she said, opening a window and pushing them outwards so that the final few rays of sunshine streamed in.

    “Like being on holiday in France,” Lydia murmured, as she looked out at the view across the grounds. 

    From this angle, it seemed that Green Acres had no end. She was looking at a sizeable lake and then some sparsely dotted trees beyond, that may have been an orchard. All of it looked rather unkempt. Lydia knew they were going to have their work cut out. This was the kind of project that needed a full team, not two people! She made a mental note to ask Anton about that in the morning. 

    Scott was staring blankly at one of the bare stone walls. Lydia walked over to him and rubbed his muscular shoulders. 

    “Come on, it’s been a long day. Do you think we should get an early night?” 

     Scott nodded mutely and began slowly clomping his way up the wooden stairs. Lydia bit her lip and watched his progress. He was definitely acting a bit off. She thought back to his comments about George and her mother’s words repeated in her mind again. She shook her head. She knew who Scott was. 

    Lydia sighed as she realised they hadn’t unpacked the car yet. Scott had to be really tired to forget a thing like that. She thought about calling him back down but realised it was unfair. 

    “I’ll just do it all,” she said. It wasn’t as if she was a stranger to physical labour. It was a part of the job description. 

    Half an hour later, she walked upstairs and found that Scott hadn’t even made it beneath the covers. He’d stripped down to his boxers and had face-planted on the bed. His breathing was deep and steady. Lydia hovered in the doorway for a moment, before realising it would be kinder to just leave him. She could sleep on the sofa for one night. 

    She was just walking out of the room when the covers shifted and Scott briefly woke up.

    “Zoe?” He muttered, rolling over and half opening his bleary eyes. 

    Lydia froze for a second. She slowly shut the door and walked back downstairs.

    Perhaps it was the effect of the journey, or perhaps he was coming down with something that was making him slightly delirious. 

    Lydia couldn’t think of any other reason why he would have just said the name of his ex-girlfriend.


CHAPTER THREE




The Last Survivors




“Morning, how are you feeling?” Lydia asked when Scott stumbled down the stairs at around six o’ clock. 

    He rubbed his eyes and then ran his hands through his blonde hair, making it stick up in tufts.

    “We didn’t drink last night, did we? It feels like I’ve got the mother of all hangovers.” 

    Lydia pulled a sympathetic face. “Maybe you’re coming down with something. If you like, I can go and talk to Anton on my own? You could take a day off, or you know, just take it easy with whatever we do today,” Lydia said, pushing a cup of instant coffee his way. 

     He looked down at it in distaste but they hadn’t had a chance to do any shopping yet, so black coffee was all there was. “No way, I’m not going to sit around. I’ll be fine, probably just a virus or something. I’ll just shake it off.” He took a sip of his coffee to show he was feeling brave.

    “If you shake it off onto me, I may hit you with a spade,” Lydia warned, and then took a sip of her own coffee. That had come out more aggressive than she’d thought. Spending a night on the sofa had done absolutely nothing for her. 

    She looked up at the kitchen clock on the wall, out of habit, but realised that this clock hadn’t been working for a while. Its hands were coated in dust and it was stuck at half past three. Lydia pulled out her phone and saw that it was getting on for half past six already. They needed to get showered and get going. Turning the house around and unpacking properly would have to wait until later. 

    The sun was already shining over Green Acres when Scott and Lydia had donned their work clothes and set off walking towards the mansion. Scott’s phone showed they were five minutes early, so they sat down on the front steps and watched the horses galloping up and down in the distance. 

    “You don’t think we’ll have to do anything near the stables, right?” Scott said, looking unhappy. 

    “What have you got against horses?” Lydia asked, smiling slightly. It was strange to think that someone as tough looking as Scott would be bothered by anything. 

    “They’re just unpredictable,” he said, and crossed his arms, refusing to say anymore. 

    Lydia turned away so he wouldn’t see her roll her eyes. “The stables look pretty well cared for to me. I think that’s where most of the money is going. I doubt our help will be needed. I can see five people working there right now, and that’s just the stables. We’re two people for the whole estate!” 

    “You would be right to assume that,” a voice said from behind them and they both turned to see Anton the bodyguard standing there.
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