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Chapter One
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‘Yomi Alade?’ called out the plump woman in a black and white skirt suit. Even though her stern tone pulled Yomi out of his anxiety, her broad smile made up for the lack of warmth in her voice. 

Nodding at the woman, Yomi straightened his tie and launched to his feet. ‘Yes, 

Ma’am.’


‘Miss Osawe is ready to see you. It’s the third door on your right. Good luck!’



‘Thank you,’ replied Yomi as he navigated his way along the stretch of corridor in the beautiful detached house on Coombe Hill Road in the Royal Borough of Kingston upon Thames. He flexed his muscled shoulders and stretched his long legs. Gulping in the fragrant air, he stretched his tense fingers, still, his stomach muscles twisted. Why was he so nervous? It was only a job interview for crying-out-loud. Well, it was not just any interview.

He was at Esohe’s new home in south west London for an interview he hoped would open new doors for him on this first day in March, the dawn of the spring season.

From the day he heard Esohe was back in town, hope revived his heart. If Esohe recognized him at some point during the interview, it would make the chat less nail biting. But a part of him hoped she did not. 

Years ago, his hair had been a clean low-cut style but over the last five years, he had grown his hair. And yesterday, he acted on his friend’s suggestion to cornrow his hair, so he popped into a salon and had his long hair braided. 

On the spur of the moment, he also bought the confidence-boosting smart-looking outfit on his back from his hard-earned savings. 


With his fingers crossed, Yomi breathed hard as he approached the door.



Apart from the fact that he needed this lucrative job if he wanted to achieve his dreams, he wanted to be near the only woman who kept him on edge. Now that Esohe was educated abroad, he wondered if she would look his way.

Pausing outside the solid, half-glazed white door on his right, he straightened his already starched pure cotton lilac shirt. Yes, he opted for a lilac shirt, because he wanted to stand out from the line-up of desperate job seekers. 

Yomi straightened his tie one more time before he knocked on the door that separated him from the woman who could change everything.


‘Do come in,’ a sweet voice responded. 



A chill ran through Yomi’s spine. He had never attended an interview of any kind because there was never any need. But he could not pass up this opportunity.

Yomi walked into a huge room. Books lined in-built white wall shelves from floor to ceiling on all sides. He caught a glimpse of Esohe seated in a swivel chair in the far-right hand corner. To her left was a widescreen flat panel monitor. She had several papers spread out in front of her and a purple pen in her right hand. 

He swallowed as her glowing dark brown skin, round face and cute chin caught his attention. Not to mention her swinging shoulder length hair in two shades of black and red.
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Esohe shoved her chair back and sprang to her feet as the dark-skinned man in a pale purple shirt and dark tailored suit strode inside her study. The pen in her hand slipped down and hit the desk.

From his braided hair to his chiselled face, the man in front of her had her tongue clipped. With his imposing height, broad shoulders and stern expression, he looked dapper, as if he belonged on Wall Street. He appeared too smart, too polished and too stylish for the job for which she was hiring.

‘I’m sorry, you must have walked into the wrong venue,’ she croaked when her tongue slackened as she clasped her hands.

After speaking with four previous applicants, she was bored wondering if the recruitment agency could not come up with smarter candidates. From their outlook to their aptitude, no doubt, they were gardeners. But she wanted something more.

‘Hello, I believe you’re looking for a gardener,’ the man responded in a baritone voice. 


Dear Lord, he cannot be serious, she groaned inside her head. 



Unreadable dark eyes gave her a hard stare and warm air blew over her skin. So she grabbed the edge of her desk. Wide lips, big nose and a chip on his canine tooth did not detract from his striking looks. In addition, he exuded confidence and an aura that was simply magnetic.

Now he had confirmed he was here for the job, she stepped out from behind her desk and stretched out her hand, while she stared at his eyes hidden behind his thick dark brows. 


‘My name is Esohe Osawe.’



He took two steps forward and grasped her hand in his big but softly callused palms. 

‘Please, sit down,’ she added after thirty seconds. ‘And your name is?’ she asked in a faint pitch. She had not meant to sound so unsure.

The agency must have thought sending in a handsome man who looked more suited for a glamorous job instead of the menial work of tending her garden was her idea of a joke.

Moving back home from the United States, getting a new job, starting a new business, and moving to a new house were all ground-breaking changes on their own. 


But combining it all with trying to recruit a gardener was stressing her out. “I’m Yomi Alade, an experienced landscape gardener.” Yomi Alade? He was definitely a Nigerian, she reckoned. 



Every spoken word from his dark lips made her wiggle in her chair, aside from the fact he made his name sound posh. ‘I need a sensible, imaginative person to turn my dumpster into paradise. Later on, I’ll need a nanny and perhaps a cook, but that has nothing to do with you.’ She was rambling and it was annoying.

Then Yomi laughed at her with only his eyes. And the tension in her spine eased off. She took in deep breaths as tingling sensations fluttered around her stomach. ‘I require the services of a gardener. I’m a keen lover of nature and I would like my home to be transformed to a lovely, colourful, flowery hub. Can you do this for me?’ she asked in an earnest tone. 

For an answer, Yomi stared into her eyes as if he was trying to make out the colour. ‘I’m the right man for the job, Esohe,’ he responded in a serious tone without breaking his gaze. 

At the sound of her name from his wide, thick lips, she looked up from her writing, more like scribbling and sucked in her breath again. 


‘Are you as nervous as I am about this interview?’ she asked with a wry grin.



Caught up in an unusual situation, she leaned back in her chair and blew out air from her lips. She was nervous and so was he.

With a wide grin on his lips, he shrugged. ‘That makes two of us. That’s a good sign.’

This was supposed to be an interview not a date. Taking in another deep breath, she bowed her head and said, ‘Tell me about your skills.’


‘I’ve worked as a gardener since I was ten.’ 



On her paper, she drew an outline of the man seated in front of her, while her ears tingled as he spoke.

‘My dad’s a gardener and together, we run the family business. I love and enjoy what I do. Just give me a chance to transform your home and you’ll be a happy customer. I’ll go as far as to say that you will be so pleased, you’ll write me a blank cheque.’

She lifted her head and saw a grin soften the sharp angles of his jawline. There was something dangerous about the way he spoke as if he lived his life on the brink.

‘Let’s make a deal,’ he added leaning forward and resting his elbows on her desk. ‘Give me the job for a month without pay. And if you aren’t impressed, I mean blown away, fire me.’

‘What an arrogant offer,’ she observed, tucking her sheet of paper out of sight. In spite of his arrogance, she smiled. Only a confident tradesman would offer to work for free.

He shook his head and his braided ponytails bounced around his neck. ‘Confident. 

I’m confident I will leave a lasting impression.’

‘Confident, arrogant...same difference. Well, one thing is sure, I’ve nothing to lose.’ She shrugged and returned to sketching twin small marks on both cheeks. Tribal marks she invented to make his face appear less perfect.

‘There’s a flip side to that by the way,’ he mentioned with a squint as if his shadowy brown eyes were not intimidating enough.

With her eyes fixed on him, she asked the obvious question. ‘What’s the flip side?’ 

‘If you’re awestruck after the first month, you give me a two-year contract to start with and you will pay me the salary for the first month.’ He covered his face with both hands for as long as she took to consider his proposal.

If Yomi was willing to work for free to prove his skills, he was definitely special. Other applicants wanted upfront payments. 

‘What do you say?’ Yomi asked after she carried on sketching his portrait on the lower pull out shelve in her desk.

‘You’re so confident, Yomi. But, I’ve interviewed four other men today and I’ll make a decision in due course. So, I’ll get back to you through the agency within two days.’ She kept her tone neutral. There was no point getting his hopes up.

‘If we’re done here, I’d like to be on my way. I’ve got a really busy schedule today,’ he said in a snappy tone.

To her dismay, he got up and buttoned his blazer. His grin was gone and his face was all sharp lines again, like a cold mask.

Turning her sketch face down, she sprang to her feet. ‘The interview isn’t over yet,’ she retorted quietly. One-minute Yomi sounded almost desperate to take the job. Now, he was quick to brush the interview aside to get back to his busy schedule. He was way too cocky and too self-assured. Just because he appeared suave and looked more gorgeous than any man had a right to be, did not mean he could upturn her interview session. 

‘Really? You just said your decision will reach me in two days. That sounds like the end of our meeting to me.’ He glanced at her and she looked away because she felt a kick in her gut. Yet, he sat his bottom back on the chair. 

While she slid back on her seat, he joined his hands together and leaned on the table.

‘Thank you,’ she said in a casual tone, leaning far back, far away from his disarming presence. ‘I won’t waste any more of your precious time. But I wanted to find out if you had any more references.’ 

With his eyes narrowed, Yomi drew back. ‘What’s wrong with the reference I gave to the agency?’ he queried with a few lines across his forehead. 

‘Oh, nothing. I just thought maybe you could give a reference other than the one from your dad,’ she clarified. 

‘My father’s the one and only employer I’ve worked for. And he’s in the best position to provide a reference.’

‘I understand you do some voluntary work. Perhaps, someone at the community centre would be willing to provide a character reference,’ she suggested with a shrug.


‘Are you saying a professional reference isn’t acceptable to you?’ 



She sighed. Yomi managed to make the, you sound derogatory. Ideally, he should not antagonize the person he intended to work for but it seemed this man did not give a hoot. There was something about him—something intriguing and annoying at the same time.

‘The agency told me I only had to provide professional references. Are you saying you have higher recruiting standards?’ he asked through tight lips. 

The shaped moustache above his top lip was a little distracting and so was the shaped thin beard running from the edge of his lips to his jaw.

‘Not at all. Leave it with me. Is there anything else you would like me to know about you?’ she posed on a final note.

The creases on his brow deepened into grooves. He stared as if she had no right to ask. 


‘I beg your pardon?’ he shot back, his tone brusque. 



‘You’re aware that if you get this job, you’ll move into the house on my premises. So I want to know everything of interest or significance about anyone who’s going to live with me. The additional reference will be considered when I make my final decision,’ she insisted, albeit in a middle-of-the-road tone. 

Nodding, he grinned and gestured with one hand. ‘There isn’t anything of concern. 


The reference I provided covers both professional and character proof.’ ‘Thank you, Mr. Alade. I’ll be in touch.’ She just had to put in the last word. 



Standing up, Yomi straightened his tie. She wanted to offer him a handshake but he was too busy with his tie. 

‘Feel free to call me Yomi. Like I said before, you need not look any further. My experience surpasses any other gardener’s.’ 

Oh! He had to have the final word. But his enthusiasm and confidence did not escape her. Rising on her feet, she shot out her hand for a parting handshake when he eventually finished playing with his tie. 

For a short moment, he seemed to glare at her hand. As if he had a change of heart, he took her slender fingers in his own large palm, turned her palm over and kissed the sensitive flesh on her wrist. 

Bitten by his tongue, she snatched her hand away and turned her back on him. Okay, not quite bitten, more like tickled by his hot tongue. But he did not have any right to kiss her skin. 


Damn it! 



By the time Esohe turned around, Yomi’s right hand was on the gold-plated door knob.


‘The job is yours, Yomi,’ she heard herself say in a small voice as her heart leaped.
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Yomi’s hand froze on the knob. For the next few seconds, his fingers clutched the door knob, his feet were rooted to the spot. Did his eardrum need replacement?

‘I beg your pardon?’ He needed to hear her say it one more time. This was what he wanted—to get her to offer him the job on the spot. Just when he thought she was a tough cookie, she crumbled.


‘I said the job is yours if you still want it.’



When he circled on his heels, his eyes captured hers and she seemed lost for a split second exposing the gap between her front teeth. A sexy gap by the way. Just as he approached, her stern expression slid back in place like a shield.


‘Thank you. I’m pleased and I’ll make you proud of your new home.’

‘Here’s your job description. How soon can you start?’ she asked in a formal pitch.



Accepting the two-page document, he grinned. ‘Give me a week to pack up and move in.’

‘A week? I can’t afford to wait for a week,’ she stated with a frown. Her disappointment was obvious. 


‘When do you prefer I move in?’



‘You gave me the impression you were very enthusiastic about the job. Can you start immediately?’ Anxiety crept into her well-modulated voice.

‘As in drop everything?’ he asked, spreading out his hands. Opting to save her the agony of having to plead, after all, he wanted the job for keeps, he nodded. Catapulting from his height of near joblessness, he replied, ‘I can move to your home in two days.’

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Your job is limited to taking care of the external grounds. The indoor flower arrangement would be done by the nanny I intend to hire. Of course, she would get all the flowers from you.’ 

He nodded slowly. Victory was as sweet as honey. Quickly scanning the typed set paper in his hands, he saw that it was a detailed how-to-do list. Was he supposed to use his initiative at all, he wondered. 


‘I’ll be there in two days,’ he promised. 

She let out a small sigh. ‘I appreciate it.’



With the confused expression on her face, he found himself asking what was on his mind. 


‘Esohe, are you in some difficulty?’ 



Going to sit on her chair, she looked ready to explode with whatever was on her mind, but then decided against opening up at the last minute. She shook her head instead and waved her hand. 


‘Our relationship is restricted to—’ 



‘Yes, I understand,’ he cut in. ‘Your word is my command. My job is confined to gardening and it doesn’t extend to asking any personal questions. Would you like to show me around my area of control now?’


‘Not today.’ She blinked a few times, probably shocked at his jibe.



‘Are you on holiday?’ he asked. If she thought she could dismiss him on a whim, she had another think coming. 

Her eyes dimmed at his question. ‘Get to the point, Yomi,’ she parried revealing her gap tooth.

‘If you will be at work when I move in, who’s going to show me around?’ It was a perfectly reasonable question he imagined.


‘Never mind, I’ll show you around. What time do you intend to arrive?’



There was strong tension growing between them for some reason. But he was kind of pleased she did not recognize him.


‘Around noon would be realistic.’



‘See you at noon time on Wednesday, Yomi.’ Her tone made it clear their conversation had come to a conclusive end. ‘I’ll be there,’ he assured her with a smile.
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When Yomi left, Esohe fell into the antique sofa she inherited from her paternal grandfather. Placing her head in her hands, she wondered about the man who just made her take a hasty decision. She had not meant to offer him the job on the spot.

But his presence and compelling charisma swayed her decision in his favour.


Oh, I thought you needed a gardener, not a boyfriend, her head shrieked.



What was Yomi doing being a gardener anyway? He could be one of the black male models posing for Ebony magazine. 

Throughout the interview she tried to recall where she had seen his face. There was an air of familiarity about him. But she had always had a problem recalling faces and names. 

Having left Kingston upon Thames at eighteen, it was difficult to recall every face from the past. She could bet a small portion of her income she’d seen his face before. He might be one of the boys who wandered around their neighbourhood years ago. Since she was not in the habit of making a fool of herself in front of people she did not know, she kept her speculation close to her chest.


One day, someone might help jog her memory.
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Chapter Two
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Running into the cramped three-bedroom flat Yomi shared with two friends on Windmill Rise, he found the place deserted. His friends were out. Knocking his palm against his forehead, he remembered where they’d gone. 


‘How could I have forgotten?’ he smirked. 



James and Frazier had volunteered to help their aged neighbour pack her belongings because she was being moved to a nursing home.

Quickly peeling off the geeky clothes he’d bought to impress his new boss, he threw on his work clothes—green t-shirt and dark green trousers. He might as well join his friends on a good cause, after all, he’d already taken today off work. No point sitting alone in the tiny flat. 

The mere thought of living only steps away from the woman he’d always watched from afar made his stomach tighten. 


There was no need to knock when he arrived at their neighbour’s apartment. 



James and Frazier were hauling boxes and appliances through the open doorway.


‘How did it go?’ James and Frazier queried when his feet landed on the doorstep. 



Yomi frowned and his friends corked their heads as they tried to read his expression. But he did not give anything away. It was a game they played. Each time anyone of them had news, they’d hold off until they got the other two to part with something meaningful.


‘What do you think?’ Yomi hedged.



‘Did you get the job? Tell us, man. We know how much this means to you,’ pleaded James, who was the craziest of the three friends.


‘Do you need an extra pair of hands?’ Yomi retorted glibly. 



‘Yes. But did you get the damn job?’ growled Frazier who just could not stomach the game.

‘Okay. James, if you part with your new pair of trainers, I will spill the beans.’ Turning to Frazier, he made his demand. ‘If you offer to cook a late lunch when we get back, you’ll get to hear the outcome first.’


Frazier looked at James, who had his mouth wide open.



‘Are you crazy?’ James railed. ‘It took me three freaking months to save enough quid to buy the trainers.’ 

Shrugging one shoulder, Frazier scratched his overgrown stubble. ‘Mine is a small price to pay. I’ll cook our late lunch. So how did it go?’

‘Do you want to hear it first or do I tell it to the whole community?’ By the whole community, he meant, James.


‘Shoot it out, Yomi!’ Frazier charged. He was an especially impatient man. 



‘I got the job!’ he hollered with his fist up in the air, jumping up and down the stairs. 

‘Hey congratulations buddy! You’re the luckiest one of our lot,’ James complimented as he went back inside to lift the small chest of drawers.


‘You’re taking us out tonight to celebrate.’ Frazier pitched in. 



Yomi shook his fist at Frazier. ‘You just agreed to cook us lunch a few minutes ago. That promise is still hot. I’ll buy drinks. I’ve got to move into her house on 

Wednesday.’ 

Counting on his fingers, James outlined the perks of his friend’s new job. ‘You get a nice house with fabulous terrace views, private swimming pool and round the clock concierge. As if that’s not good enough, you’ve got private health insurance. You don’t have to worry about sharing meals or drinks anymore. I’m so green with envy, I might just die.’

Yomi continued lifting furniture. ‘Yeah! That’s the precise summary. I’m going to earn it. Have you seen her dump of a compound? I’m going to turn it around and create interconnected landscaped gardens that will blow her out of the water.’ He joined James to lift out the refrigerator.

Frazier gave him a wicked grin. ‘How did you get the job? Did you need to turn on the notorious Yomi Charm?’ 

Yomi sneered. ‘You only get one chance, Frazier.’ Gesturing with his index finger, he added, ‘Only, one chance! I gave it my best shot. I prayed and God answered.’ Frazier gave him a dry grin. 

‘You’ve started this God business again. We’re talking about a woman everyone knows is a loose ball. The first chance you get, throw her across your sheets,’ James advised with a cheer.

Lines creased Yomi’s brow. ‘James don’t speak about Esohe in that way. You of all people know what she means to me. Don’t cross that fine line,’ he warned.

‘Why don’t we get moving with taking out all of Mrs. Peabody’s items and afterwards we can go and get the drinks for lunch?’ Frazier suggested to break the tense atmosphere.

‘Ever since Esohe came back to town, you’ve being acting weird,’ James accused, his voice brutal. It’s not like she gives a pint about you. Besides, from what I hear, she’s been getting some action with different guys—’ 

Before James concluded his gossip, Yomi threw his friend a punch that all but grazed his scalp. 


‘Stop it! Stop it!’ chanted Frazier.



‘Why are you so sensitive, mate?’ James asked in annoyance. ‘I didn’t mean any disrespect.’ 

‘You’re lucky you escaped with minimal damage to your skull. When it comes to 

Esohe, I’ll appreciate it if you keep the gossip to yourself.’

‘It’s not like you to be violent, Yomi,’ Frazier butted in, trying to mediate between his two friends. ‘Let’s get to work both of you.’ 

Three and half hours later, they strolled into the pub and ordered takeaway drinks. There were enough drinks to give them a nasty hangover by morning if that was what they wanted. 

But as Yomi still had to make a stopover at his parents, he chose to stay sober. His friends had no such restraint. They shared his drinks between themselves.

The sun had already disappeared inside the greyish white sky by the time Yomi set foot on the chipped stairs to his parents’ third floor flat on Wadbrook Street. 

Laughter bubbled within him as he thought, once I stabilize in my new job, I will turn around my parents’ lives.

The prevalent economic downturn meant fewer gardening contracts for the family business. In the past twelve months, his parents had struggled to make ends meet. 

‘Mr. and Mrs. Alade are you home?’ he joked as he whistled the family tune from the first floor.


His dad came bounding down the stairs.



‘Aren’t you coming upstairs?’ his mum asked with a smile as she looked down from the balcony. Dressed in a pair of jeans and black top, and with her pale skin coloured by the red hue on her cheeks, his mum always looked pretty and she was always so happy to see her sons.

They were a supportive family. Anyone’s pain was borne by all. Same as their joy, it was shared. After one year of steadily dwindling gardening contracts, his father was almost throwing in the towel. His breakthrough was the life wire they needed for a fresh start.
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