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“You’ve always wanted to write; this is the perfect opportunity.”

My Aunt Susan, who always says that if life gives you lemons you should make limoncello, was doing her best to cheer me up about my recent layoff.

“They gave you an excellent package; you won’t have to look for work for a year. My friend has a cottage in a town about 90 minutes outside of London that you can have rent-free for six months. There’s even a fellow who comes over to do the caretaking and gardening, and he’ll continue to be paid. It would be doing both of you a favor while she stays with her daughter in Scotland.”

Aunt Susan’s friend, Katherine Tremaine, was a college sorority sister whose daughter had just had a baby and was not doing well. Postpartum complications had set in and Katherine needed someone to live in Wisteria Cottage from late July until just after the new year turned.  She would send a key to me if that would suit, and I could leave it in the house when I left; she had an extra.

I had spent much of my life waffling when daring opportunities presented themselves, and most of the time I said no. I  prided myself on my practicality. Sensible business suits, sensible shoes, sensible angle bob hairstyle ... always practical. Even my fingernails had a sensible French manicure.

It was a legacy of my parents, always reminding me to be sensible or practical when I wanted to do something out of the ordinary. Like just about any child, I wanted to make my parents happy. 

Where had that gotten me, at the end of the day? Nowhere. I lived 500 miles from my parents, who were retired. My dad, who had been practical his entire life and saved to enjoy retirement, was now experiencing health problems with no firm diagnosis as yet. He’d never stepped outside his life plan.

The lesson was staring me right in the face: not all plans work out, and sometimes you should  do something impractical.

The timing couldn’t be better; the lease on my apartment was ending and there was nothing stopping me. So, I had everything packed up and put into storage except my clothes and my laptop, and bought a ticket to London with an open return date and made arrangements for transportation to a little village in the Downs. If it turned out be miserable, I’d come home early and stay in a hotel while I looked for new digs. Katherine Tremaine and Aunt Susan would just have to understand. Maybe the caretaker, whom I imagined as a smiling grey-haired fellow, could live in.

What I didn’t expect was how I fell immediately in love with the little ashlar brick house covered in the wisteria vines that gave it its name. Two chimneys, mullioned windows, split door, cozy furniture in shades of blue and green, fireplace, books and games in the cupboard. There was no television, but I could stream things on the laptop if I felt like it and the wi-fi cooperated. Honestly? I didn’t miss it.

The garden was obviously planned, but gave the impression of a natural wildness. The flowers, in shades of red and purple, were stunning. Trees gave off a good amount of shade, and there was a table and bench for when I felt like eating outdoors, or just sitting and watching the stars.

The house also came with an orange tabby cat, Marmalade, who delighted in following me everywhere, including into the garden, and sitting in a nearby chair whenever I was working. I had a lovely view from the window over my desk, and I found the words from my manuscript flowed readily in a way they hadn’t at home.

The train ran with reasonable regularity from Berwyn to Paddington Station, so I could go into London whenever I wanted; I had only to call a ride share or taxi to get there. The nearest village to me, Shalbourne, was a little less than a mile away, and I walked there almost every day to pick up groceries at the market and my mail from the post office inside it. I was in better shape than I’d been for most of my life.

Aunt Susan was right, of course; I needed the break from all of the pressure I’d put on myself. The words came easily on the novel I’d always wanted to write. I soon donated several of my sensible suits and shoes to a local charity shop. While I mostly opted for jeans and t-shirts, I still fixed my hair and wore makeup; I wasn’t ready to give that up. You never knew who you might meet, after all; there was no excuse for not keeping up appearances.

I am pretty sure that was also something my mother had drilled into my head along the way.
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I’d been at Wisteria Cottage for about two weeks when the gardener showed up for the first time.  I was a little worried when I saw him; Gareth Llewellyn had dark hair in a thick braid nearly to his waist, a bushy beard, and generally looked disreputable in corduroy pants, a baggy shirt, battered fedora, and green Wellingtons. He reminded me of the homeless men I saw on the streets back home, except that he smelled good. He was accompanied by a delightful little blonde boy who introduced himself as Timothy Rhys Edwards, informed me that he was seven years old and had the same middle name as his uncle, and then introduced his Cocker spaniel, Flash. I reminded myself that looks could be deceiving; Llewellyn’s manners were impeccable, and he did the weeding and trimming with alacrity while the dog and boy played on the back lawn.

“I’ll see you next time,” Timothy called out as they put their tools in the car. “I get to see my uncle Gareth most weekends in the summertime.”

After settling the boy in the vehicle, Llewellyn walked back to the door to talk to me.

“I’m sorry, Miss Davis. He’s my sister’s boy, and can be a little enthusiastic at times. He lost his father last year, so I try to see him regularly. If he’s too much for you, just say. Mrs. Tremaine told me that you’re a writer, and I’m sure you need your peace to do that.

“On the contrary, Mr. Llewellyn; please bring him with you. He made me smile. And please, call me Rose.”

A smile through the beard. “Thank you, Rose. Call me Gareth.”

I watched them drive away, Timothy waving enthusiastically from the rear window until they were out of sight.

The week passed quickly; I sent letters to friends since the internet at the cottage was unreliable, and I sat out in the garden reading or writing whenever the weather was nice enough to do so. I had to admit that Gareth’s work made for a delightful place to spend my time. 

One day, I realized that the migraines that had plagued me for years seemed to have disappeared. They were so debilitating that I had injectable medication to stop them, and now I didn’t need anything stronger than a Beecham’s powder from the chemist in town. I hoped that  I wouldn’t need those very often.

I also noticed the tension leaving my shoulders. At last, I admitted to myself that the job that deemed me redundant had made my life miserable. My constant drive to prove myself to managers who most likely couldn’t pick me out of a police line-up was for naught when the layoffs came, and now here I was. 

I’d left the top of the front door open, and the kitchen door at the rear to get a cross-breeze in the house. I heard the Range Rover pull up in front of the cottage, and the rattle of garden implements being taken out.

“Hello the house,” Gareth called.

“I’m coming,” I said, and hurried to unlatch the front door. “You can come through here.”

“I’ll just go ‘round to the gate rather than track anything in on those nice rugs. Just wanted to let you know I was here.”

Timothy and Flash followed.

“May I show you my new game, Miss Rose? Uncle Gareth says I’m meant to ask permission before just starting, since you might be busy with your book.”

“That would be wonderful.”

Soon I was engaged in a pattern matching game on Timothy’s iPad, which proved harder than one might imagine if the shapes didn’t line up. Timothy was gracious in winning and in loss, and before long it was noon.

“You and your uncle must stay for lunch,” I said. “It’s nothing fancy, just cold cut sandwiches and crisps. But I would like your company. Why don’t you go ask him?”
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