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	On the outskirts of Manchester, nestled quietly between bustling streets and the hum of modern life, lies Fletcher Moss Botanical Gardens, a place where time seems to bend and stories linger in the air like the scent of blooming flowers. This collection of short stories takes you on a journey through over a century, beginning in 1924 and stretching to the present day, where each tale is a thread in a tapestry woven from the lives of those who walked its paths, paused by its ponds, or found solace beneath the shade of its ancient trees. 

	 

	The gardens are more than a collection of plants; they are a living witness to history. Lovers whispered secrets along its winding paths, children’s laughter echoed across its lawns, and countless encounters, both fleeting and fateful, have left invisible imprints on its soil. Each story in this book inhabits a different time, yet all are bound by the silent continuity of the Gardens. Characters’ lives intersect in unexpected ways, echoes of the past ripple into the present, and sometimes, the Gardens themselves seem to hold their own memory, a gentle guardian of joy, sorrow, and quiet revelation. 

	 

	As you move from one story to the next, you may notice threads weaving between decades. The Gardens connect lives in ways both subtle and profound, reminding us that while time marches forward, memory lingers, and history is never truly past. 

	 

	G. T. Nicolaas 

	 


The Last Picnic 
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	On a pale spring morning in 1924, Fletcher Moss lay suspended in a kind of thoughtful quiet. The sky was neither blue nor grey but something undecided between the two, as though the day itself had not yet resolved what it meant to be. Moisture clung to the grass and the low stone walls, and the air carried the faint, clean scent of earth newly stirred by winter's retreat. 

	 

	Maurice had woken before dawn, though sleep had been elusive throughout the night. He had lain in his narrow bed in the room he shared with his younger brother, listening to the familiar sounds of the house settling around him. The creak of floorboards above where his father rose for the early shift. The distant clatter of the neighbour's cart on the cobbles. The low whistle of wind through the gap in the window frame that no amount of newspaper wadding could quite seal. 

	 

	His mother had been in the kitchen when he came down, her hands already reddened from the washing she'd taken in. She did not look up as he entered, but her silence held a particular quality that morning, deliberate and weighted. "You'll be going out, then," she said at last. It was not quite a question. "Yes." 

	 

	She pressed her lips together, working the cloth against the washboard with renewed vigour. "Your father spoke to Mr 

	Henshaw yesterday. About the position." 

	Maurice said nothing. He knew what was coming. "It's a good opportunity, Maurice. Steady work. A chance to better yourself." She paused, her hands stilling in the grey water. "More than most get." 

	"I know, Mother." 

	"Do you?" She turned then, her face lined with something harder than mere tiredness. "Because it seems to me you've been spending your time chasing after things that aren't meant for the likes of us." 

	 

	The words hung between them, blunt and unadorned. 

	Maurice felt the familiar tightening in his chest, the weight of expectations he could neither meet nor entirely refuse. "She's a nice girl, I'll grant you that," his mother continued, softer now but no less firm. "But nice doesn't pay the rent, does it? And her people..." She shook her head. "They'll never accept you, Maurice. You must see that. A girl like that needs someone who can provide properly. Someone with prospects. Connections." She returned to her washing. "Not a clerk's wages and a rented room in Leeds." 

	 

	Maurice had stood there, watching the morning light creep across the worn linoleum, and said nothing at all. What was there to say? She was right, of course. She was always right about such things. 

	 

	He had dressed carefully after that, taking more time than usual, as though precision in the small things might somehow compensate for all the larger failures. The suit had been his father's once, altered to fit, the fabric still good though the cut was dated. His shoes he had polished the night before, working the brush in careful circles until the leather gleamed as well as it was able. 

	 

	When his father had come in from the yard, he'd looked Maurice over with a practiced eye. 

	"That for her benefit or yours?" he'd asked, not unkindly. 

	"Does it matter?" 

	His father had considered this. "Suppose not." He'd poured himself tea from the pot on the range, his movements economical and familiar. "Your mother's upset." 

	"I know." 

	"She's not wrong, you understand. About how things are." Maurice had nodded. 

	"But she's not entirely right either." His father had taken a slow sip, his eyes on the middle distance. "Love's not nothing, boy. Even when it can't be everything." He'd set down the cup. "Just don't fool yourself about which is which." 

	 

	Now, standing at the wrought-iron gates of Fletcher Moss, Maurice carried those words with him like stones in his pockets. He paused there longer than necessary, his gloved hand resting on the cold metal, as if by delaying his entry he might also delay the inevitable passing of the hours ahead. In his right hand he carried a wicker basket, borrowed rather than owned. Abigail's mother had handed it to him the previous afternoon with an expression that hovered somewhere between politeness and resignation, though he understood now it had been neither. It had been dismissal, dressed in civility. 

	 

	He followed the familiar path through the gardens, his steps measured, his eyes taking in details he had seen many times before but never with such attentiveness. The rock garden lay to his right, its stones darkened by dew. Early blossoms pushed tentatively through the soil, colours muted but determined. Somewhere nearby water trickled, steady and patient. 

	 

	Their chosen place lay beneath an old beech tree whose branches stretched outward like arms long accustomed to sheltering those beneath them. He had discovered it on his first visit here, nearly two years ago now, when Abigail had suggested they might meet somewhere away from the usual routes and watchful eyes. Even then, he supposed, they had both understood the necessity of discretion. 

	 

	The bench nearby bore the marks of age, weathered wood, iron legs mottled with rust, but it remained sturdy, dependable, much like the place itself. Maurice had always liked that about Fletcher Moss. It did not demand admiration; it simply endured. 

	 

	He laid out the blanket with care, smoothing it corner by corner until it rested evenly upon the grass. Each motion felt ritualistic, as though precision might grant him a sense of control otherwise lacking. The basket was placed beside him, unopened, its lid fastened securely. For a moment he stood there, hands at his sides, listening to the quiet hum of the gardens waking around him. 

	 

	He was early, as usual. Abigail had once teased him about it, suggesting he must have been born punctual, arriving exactly on schedule much to his mother's relief. The memory brought a faint smile that faded almost as quickly as it formed. 

	 

	Abigail had not slept well either. She had lain awake long into the night, listening to the sounds of her parents' muffled conversation drifting up through the floor. They had not raised their voices, her parents rarely did, but that made the discussion no less final in its conclusions. At breakfast, her father had been engrossed in his newspaper, or had appeared to be. Her mother had moved about the dining room with a kind of brittle efficiency, pouring tea, arranging toast, her movements precise and controlled. 

	"You'll be going out this morning," her mother had said at last. Not a question. Never a question in this house. 

	"Yes, Mother." 

	"To Fletcher Moss." 

	"Yes." 

	 

	Her mother had set down the teapot with a carefully measured sound. "I trust you understand that this… association… has reached its natural conclusion." Abigail had kept her eyes on her plate. "I understand what you believe." "What we believe," her father had interjected without looking up from his paper, "is based on practical considerations. Not sentiment." 

	"Your father and I have been more than patient," her mother had continued. "We've allowed this to continue far longer than was wise, in the hope that you would come to see reason on your own." She'd taken her seat, arranging her napkin with care. "But it's become clear that hope was misplaced." "He's a good man," Abigail had said quietly. 

	"I don't doubt his character," her mother had replied. "But character alone does not constitute suitability. The boy has no connections, no family of any standing, no prospects beyond a modest clerkship." She'd paused, allowing the words to settle. "You cannot build a life on affection, Abigail. A woman in your position requires security. Stability. A husband who can provide not just adequately, but appropriately." 

	Her father had finally lowered his newspaper. His expression had been neither cruel nor kind, merely certain. "Mr. Perkins has expressed continued interest in calling on you." 

	 

	Abigail had felt something harden in her chest. Richard Perkins. The solicitor's son. Twenty-eight, established in his father's firm, possessed of a comfortable income and an even more comfortable sense of his own importance. 

	"Mr. Perkins is a bore," she'd said. 

	"Mr. Perkins," her father had replied evenly, "is eminently suitable. His family is well-regarded. His prospects are excellent. And he has shown considerable patience in waiting for you to… conclude your current entanglement."  "It's not an entanglement." 

	"Then what would you call it?" Her mother's tone had sharpened slightly. "A courtship? Toward what end? Marriage to a clerk? A life in rented rooms, counting pennies, wearing dresses turned and remade until the fabric gives out?" She'd leaned forward slightly. "Is that what you imagine for yourself?" 

	"I imagine," Abigail had said carefully, "being content." "Contentment," her father had said, "is a luxury afforded by security. Not the other way around." 

	 

	The conversation had continued in this vein for some time, circling the same arguments they had rehearsed countless times before. But this morning had carried a finality the previous discussions had lacked. When her father had finally stood to leave for his office, he'd paused at the door. "I expect," he'd said, "that today's outing will serve as a proper farewell. Mr. Perkins will be calling on Wednesday evening. I trust you'll receive him appropriately." 

	 

	After he'd gone, her mother had reached across the table and taken Abigail's hand. The gesture had been gentle, but the grip had been firm. 

	"I know you think us cruel," she'd said. "But we're thinking of your future, darling. Of the life you deserve. The life you were raised for." Her eyes had held something that might have been sympathy. "Love is all very well in novels, but this is the real world. And in the real world, affection fades but social position endures." 

	 

	Now, walking through Fletcher Moss in her pale blue dress, Abigail carried those words like a sentence already passed. When she arrived at the beech tree, Maurice was standing with his back to the path, his hands clasped behind him in an attitude of contemplation that struck her as almost comically formal. She paused a few paces away, allowing herself a moment to simply look at him. The careful precision of his dress. The set of his shoulders. The way he held himself as though bracing against an expected blow. 

	"Good morning, Maurice." 

	He turned at once. "Good morning." 

	 

	She saw his eyes take her in, cataloguing details as she had just catalogued his. The pale blue dress, freshly pressed. The small hat pinned carefully to her dark hair, though a loose strand had already escaped near her temple despite her best efforts. She felt suddenly, acutely aware of how she must appear to him. Composed. Proper. Unreachable. 

	They smiled at one another, both aware of the inadequacy of the gesture. For a moment neither moved. In the past, such hesitation would have ended in laughter, perhaps a teasing remark about who was being more ridiculous, followed by an easy closeness. Today it lingered, unresolved. "Shall we?" Maurice said at last, gesturing toward the blanket. 

	"Yes," Abigail replied. 

	 

	They sat side by side, leaving a narrow space between them that neither acknowledged. Maurice opened the basket and began to unpack its contents with meticulous care. Sandwiches wrapped neatly in greaseproof paper, a tin of shortbread biscuits, a thermos flask, and two china cups cushioned within folded cloth. 

	"Mother insisted on the proper cups," Abigail said, watching him. "She said it would be a shame to waste them on ordinary days." 

	 

	Maurice lifted one carefully, noting the delicate pattern, the gold rim. "They're very fine. Far finer than I deserve." She smiled faintly. "She would say they're meant for occasions." 

	He wondered, not for the first time that morning, whether this day had been designated an occasion, or a conclusion. Or whether, perhaps, they were the same thing. 

	He poured the tea slowly, ensuring neither cup overflowed. Steam rose faintly into the cool air. Abigail accepted hers with a nod of thanks, their fingers brushing briefly. The contact was small, accidental, yet it sent a quiet ache through him that seemed disproportionate to the gesture. How strange, he thought, that something so slight could carry such weight. That a touch lasting barely a second could contain both everything they had been and everything they would not become. 

	 

	They spoke first of trivialities. The gardens, the weather, how the winter seemed to have lingered longer than usual. "The daffodils are late this year," Abigail observed.  "Perhaps they needed more time," Maurice replied. 

	She looked at him then, as though considering the remark more deeply than it warranted. "Perhaps." 

	 

	They ate their sandwiches in measured bites. Maurice noticed, as he always did, that Abigail separated the crust from the centre, setting it aside absentmindedly. He had once teased her about it, asking if she was saving it for the ducks or simply harbouring some deep-seated prejudice against crusts. She had laughed and confessed she wasn't certain why she did it, only that she always had, that her nursemaid had allowed it when she was small and the habit had never left her. 

	 

	Such details crowded his mind now, each one sharp with the awareness that he might never witness them again. The way she tilted her head slightly when listening intently. The small sound of contentment she made upon her first sip of tea. The particular manner in which she folded her hands in her lap when troubled, one thumb pressed against the other as though trying to still some internal agitation. 

	"Do you remember," Abigail said suddenly, "the first time we came here together?" 

	"Yes," he answered without hesitation. "You were late." 

	She laughed softly. "I missed the tram." 

	"You blamed the timetable." 

	"I still do. It's woefully inadequate." 

	"You wore a green coat," he continued. "With brass buttons." "And you," she said, "dropped the basket before we'd even sat down. The thermos rolled halfway to the river." 

	"I was nervous." 

	"You were endearing." 

	 

	Their shared smile faded gently, like a photograph left too long in the light. That first meeting had been accidental, or so they had told themselves. Maurice had been exploring the gardens on his half-day, seeking escape from the cramped confines of the office where he filed correspondence and copied ledgers. Abigail had been walking with her cousin, who had conveniently developed a headache and insisted on returning home, leaving Abigail at loose ends. They had begun talking at the rock garden, some idle comment about the arrangement of stones leading to a longer conversation. They had discovered a shared appreciation for Dickens, a mutual fondness for the way light fell through leaves, and an easy comfort in each other's company that had surprised them both. 

	 

	It should have ended there, of course. Should have remained one pleasant afternoon and nothing more. But Maurice had returned the following week, telling himself he simply enjoyed the gardens. And Abigail had happened to be there as well, purely by chance she had insisted, though they had both known otherwise. 

	 

	For months they had continued in this manner, these careful, unplanned meetings that were always meticulously planned. They had walked the paths, discussed books and weather and carefully neutral topics, and allowed themselves to believe that what lay unspoken between them might remain safely unacknowledged indefinitely. 

	Until, of course, it couldn't. 

	 

	"My father spoke to me again last night," Abigail said after a pause, her voice pulling Maurice back to the present. She kept her gaze fixed ahead, watching a pair of ducks make their way slowly across the grass. "He believes this has gone on long enough." 

	Maurice felt the familiar tightening in his chest. "And your mother?" 

	"She agrees. She says affection is all very well, but it does not build a future." Abigail's hands tightened slightly in her lap. "She enumerated, in some detail, precisely why you are unsuitable." 

	"Did she." 

	"Your lack of connections. Your modest income. Your family's position." She paused. "She was not unkind about it. That was almost worse. She spoke as though it were simply a matter of fact. Like observing that water flows downhill." 

	Maurice nodded slowly. "My mother said much the same. 

	Though from the opposite direction." 

	Abigail turned to him. "What do you mean?" 

	"That I'm reaching above my station. That your family will never accept me, and it's foolish to pretend otherwise." He looked down at his hands. "She's not wrong." 

	"My parents have selected a more appropriate candidate," Abigail said quietly. "Richard Perkins. The solicitor's son. 

	He'll be calling on Wednesday." 

	 

	Something twisted in Maurice's chest. He had known, of course, that this moment would come. Had known it from the beginning, really, though he had allowed himself to ignore the knowledge for a time. But hearing it stated so plainly, the future already arranged without him in it, made the knowing suddenly, sharply real. "And will you receive him?" 

	"I don't see that I have much choice." 

	"There's always a choice." 

	 

	Abigail's expression hardened slightly. "Is there? What choice, precisely? To defy my parents entirely? To throw away everything I've been raised to expect? To live in..." She stopped herself, but the words hung unfinished between them. To live as you do. In poverty. In rooms that smell of damp and yesterday's cooking. In a world where every penny must be counted twice. 

	"I'm sorry," she said after a moment. "That was unkind." "It was honest." 

	"Honesty can be unkind." 

	They sat in silence, the weight of all that could not be said pressing gently between them. The sound of the river reached them faintly, steady and untroubled. Somewhere a bird called, was answered, fell silent. 

	 

	"I used to think," Abigail said at last, "that time would soften them. That patience would prove something. That if we were careful enough, measured enough, eventually they would see..." She trailed off. 

	"That I was worthy of you?" 

	"That we were worthy of each other." 

	Maurice reached for her hand, hesitant but determined. She accepted the gesture, her fingers cool against his, her grip firm yet restrained. They had held hands before, of course, though never for long and never without glancing about first to ensure they were unobserved. Even here, even now, the instinct toward discretion remained. 

	"I don't think love fails us," he said quietly. "I think 

	circumstances do." 

	"Yes," she replied. "And they do so quite politely." 

	 

	A breeze moved through the beech leaves above them, creating patterns of light and shadow that shifted across the blanket. Maurice thought about all the things he wanted to say but couldn't. How she had made him believe, for a time, that the world might be larger than it was. How in her presence he had felt himself capable of more than the narrow confines of his life suggested. How even now, knowing it was ending, he could not quite regret it. 

	"Do you remember the day it rained?" he asked. 

	Abigail's expression softened. "When we tried to wait it out under the trees?" 

	"And you ruined your shoes." 

	"And you gave me your jacket." 

	"You looked absurd in it. The sleeves hung past your hands." "I felt like a child playing dress-up," she admitted. "But I was warm." 

	They had stayed there for nearly an hour, pressed close together under the large beech, watching the rain turn the river dark and swift. They had talked about nothing of consequence, their words nearly drowned by the drumming of water on stone, and Maurice had thought then that he had never been happier. 

	"I still have it," Abigail said suddenly. 

	"What?" 

	"Your jacket. The one from that day." She looked at him. "I should return it." 

	"Keep it." 

	"Maurice, " 

	"Please. Keep it." 

	 

	She nodded, her eyes bright. They shared the biscuits next. Abigail insisted he take the last one, though he suspected she did so simply to preserve a sense of order, to maintain the fiction that they were still two people sharing an ordinary picnic rather than two people performing an ending. 

	 

	The sun had risen higher now, light filtering through the beech leaves in shifting patterns that played across their hands, their faces, the space between them that neither could quite bridge. 

	"I've been offered a position in Leeds," Maurice said at last. 

	The words felt heavy, inevitable. 

	She nodded slowly. "When would you go?" 

	"Within the month." 

	"That seems… soon." 

	"It is," he agreed. "But perhaps that is for the best." 

	"How is it best?" 

	"Because staying..." He stopped, searching for words. "Because staying would mean seeing you. At a distance. With someone else. Someone appropriate. And I don't think I could bear that with any grace." 

	Abigail's thumb pressed harder against her other hand. "I shall remain here. For now." 

	"For now," he echoed, understanding that 'for now' meant until the engagement. Until the wedding. Until she became Mrs. Richard Perkins and took up residence in whatever comfortable house his comfortable income could provide. "Do you think," Maurice asked carefully, "that we shall meet again like this?" 

	 

	Abigail thought carefully before answering, her eyes on the distant trees, the grey-blue sky, anywhere but his face. "I think it would be unkind to ourselves to expect it." "Yes." He felt something settle in his chest, something final and resigned. "Unkind." 

	 

	The morning had grown warmer, though the warmth felt distant, as though it belonged to some other spring. They began to pack away the picnic, each movement deliberate, unhurried. The blanket was folded neatly, corner meeting corner with careful precision. The cups wrapped once more in cloth, cushioned against the journey back. The basket closed and latched. 

	 

	Maurice stood and offered his hand to help Abigail rise. She took it, allowing him to pull her gently to her feet. For a moment they stood very close, close enough that he could smell the faint lavender scent she wore, could see the small crease between her eyebrows that appeared when she was trying not to cry. 

	"I shall think of you often," she said. "In Leeds." 

	"And I shall think of you here. Being appropriately provided for." 

	She smiled at the bitterness in his tone. "Don't." 

	"I'm sorry." 

	"No. You're entitled to it. I would feel the same." They walked slowly back along the path, neither speaking now, both aware that words had become inadequate to what needed saying. At the garden gate they paused. Beyond it lay the world as it expected them to be. Separate. Suitable. Settled into their proper places like pieces returned to their correct squares on a board. 

	"I hope," Abigail said, her voice steady though her eyes shone, 

	"that you will be content." 

	"I hope the same for you," Maurice replied. After a moment 

	he added, "I believe we shall be." 

	"Do you?" 

	"In time." He didn't sound convinced, even to himself. "People manage, don't they? They adapt. They find ways to be 

	satisfied with what they have rather than grieving what they don't." 

	"Yes," she said softly. "I suppose they do." 

	 

	They looked at one another for a long moment, both memorizing details they knew would fade with time no matter how carefully they tried to preserve them. The exact shade of her eyes. The precise angle of his jaw. The way they stood together on this particular morning in this particular place, before everything changed and they became who they were expected to be instead of who they might have wanted to be. 

	 

	Then they shook hands, formal, restrained, and deeply sincere. Maurice felt her fingers press briefly against his palm, a small pressure that might have been a message or might have been nothing at all. 

	"Goodbye, Maurice." 

	"Goodbye, Abigail." 

	 

	She turned and walked away, her blue dress receding along the path like a flower carried on a slow current. Maurice watched until she reached the gate, until she passed through it, until she was gone entirely from sight. 

	 

	Only then did he allow himself to breathe. Only then did he permit the careful composure to crack slightly, though not break. That would come later, he knew, in the privacy of his small room, where no one would witness it and propriety would not require its concealment. 

	 

	Behind him, Fletcher Moss remained unchanged, holding their memories quietly among its trees, as it had done for so many before them. The beech tree stood untroubled. The river flowed as it always had. The daffodils, late though they were, continued their slow emergence into a spring that cared nothing for human disappointments. 

	 

	Maurice picked up the basket and walked back through the gardens, his steps measured and deliberate. He would return the basket to Abigail's mother this afternoon, with thanks. He would pack his belongings for Leeds. He would write to Mr. Henshaw accepting the clerkship. He would do all the things that needed doing, in the proper order, with appropriate dignity. 

	 

	And perhaps, in time, he would even believe that it had been for the best. That circumstances, polite though they were, had been wiser than desire. That love, while not nothing, had been insufficient against the weight of the world as it was rather than as one might wish it to be. 

	But not yet. Not quite yet. 

	 

	For now, walking through Fletcher Moss on a pale spring morning in 1924, he allowed himself simply to feel the loss of it. The particular, acute loss of a future that would never be. A life that had existed only in possibility and had been extinguished before it could become real. 

	 

	The gardens kept their counsel, as they always had. And Maurice walked on, alone, toward whatever Leeds and time would make of him. 

	 


Letter Beneath the Leaves 
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	It seemed an ordinary Wednesday. There were places in Manchester where the future pressed itself forward with noise and insistence, tramlines ringing, factories marking time in shifts and whistles, headlines shouted rather than read. Fletcher Moss was not one of those places. It had learned, over many years, how to remain still while the world rearranged itself elsewhere. 

	 

	On the third of May, 1939, the gardens lay in a state of careful balance. Spring had taken hold without triumph. Blossoms clung to branches as though uncertain of their welcome, and the grass was green in a way that suggested promise rather than fulfilment. The River Mersey moved slowly at its edge, carrying with it leaves, fragments, and the quiet reflection of a sky that refused to settle into certainty. 

	 

	William arrived shortly after two o’clock. 

	 

	He had not intended to come so early. The day had opened before him with a surplus of hours, and rather than fill them with anything useful, he had allowed himself to be carried forward by habit. Out of the house, down familiar streets, past the shop windows that had already begun to change their displays, less indulgence now, more practicality, until the gates of Fletcher Moss presented themselves as they always had. 

	 

	He paused there longer than necessary. 

	 

	His father had once stood in the same place, years earlier, holding William’s hand too tightly, as though afraid the gardens might take him. That had been before Leeds, before the move dictated by work and wages and the quiet understanding that staying was no longer practical. His father had spoken of the gardens occasionally after that, always with a note of surprise, as though remembering a version of himself he no longer entirely recognised. 

	 

	“I used to come here,” his father had said once, in a letter written from Leeds, the handwriting already beginning to slope with age. “When I was younger. It was a good place for walking things off.” 

	 

	William had not known then what things his father had meant. 

	 

	He entered the gardens and followed the main path, his steps unhurried. He was wearing his best jacket, though there was no particular reason for it. The jacket had been bought with the intention of lasting, of being worn to occasions that justified it. Now, William suspected there would be fewer such occasions than once imagined. 
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