
1 
 

 
 
 
 
     THE VISITOR 
 
             by 
  
            Malcolm S. Evans 

 

  Geoff and Sue stood proudly by their displays of cut flowers, vegetables 

and plants for sale. They always looked forward to the annual fair at Belton House . This 

was their local fair, and many of their friends and acquaintances would come to admire 

their display, and maybe buy a plant or two. 

  They had organized their lives around their garden, both having jobs 

where they could work from home. Late autumn, winter and early spring, they would be 

in the garden as much as possible during the daytime – working at their other jobs 

during the early morning and evening. Spring, summer and early autumn the routine 

would change around, and they would spend the early morning and late afternoons and 

evening in the garden, while during the hottest part of the day they would seek the 

shade and settle to work. 

  The wealthy owner of Belton House, Mark Lamont, always visited their 

stall at the fair, stopping to talk about their display, and often quizzing them about how 

they cared for some of the plants in order to produce such beautiful blooms. They often 

remarked to each other after the show how much he seemed to know about gardening 

– unusual for a landlord of such a large estate. 
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  Today was no exception. About an hour into the proceedings, they spotted 

Mr. Lamont approaching them across the lawn. 

  After exchanging pleasantries about the splendid weather – a perfect day 

in late August for the fair, Mark Lamont turned to some of their blooms. 

  “These dahlias are wonderful. I can see that the year has been a good 

one for you.” 

  Geoff explained that in spite of the snow in February, and the late start to 

spring, everything had caught up swiftly with the unusually warm weather in late March. 

The garden had produced some of its best blooms for years. 

  “I have seen the same myself. I have a garden that I keep just for myself – 

a cottage garden, with a mixture of flowers and fruit.” This explained his knowledge of 

gardening. 

  “It’s a place I love to be,” he went on. “I let no-one else into it. It’s a great 

place for walking, thinking, as well as tending it.” 

  Geoff and Sue felt like they were being let into someone’s secret. 

  “You love your garden in the same way,” he went on. They both smiled 

and agreed. 

  “Would you like to come and see my garden?” he asked, which took them 

both by surprise. “In fact I have a favour to ask you, but let me show you the garden 

first.” 

  “We would love to,” said Geoff, and both felt honoured to be asked to see 

something that was hidden by Mr. Lamont from others. A time was arranged for an 

afternoon during the following week. 
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  “By the way, call me Mark,” he added as he turned to walk away from their 

stall after shaking their hands. “I’ll look forward to showing you around.” 

  “What do you think the favour is?” Sue had asked Geoff when he had 

gone. 

  “He probably wants some advice on a plant or two, but it does sound 

intriguing.” 

  They looked forward to, and pondered at the invitation over the next few 

days. 

  On the following Thursday afternoon they drove to Belton House. Another 

fine day, they met Mark on the steps leading up to the house. After shaking hands and 

again exchanging pleasantries about the weather, Mark asked, 

  “Shall we go and look at the garden first, then we can come back and 

have tea on the lawn?” 

  So they followed – through a tall narrow gate at the side of the house, 

through a formal garden with a fountain and pool in the centre. On through another gate 

brought them to a kitchen garden with high walls, where fans of fruit were trained. Two 

men were busy working in one corner of the garden, and Mark greeted them with a 

cheery hello. 

  In the opposite corner of the kitchen garden there were tall bushes of 

Japanese plum growing by the wall, and it was towards these they walked. As they 

approached, Mark took a key from his pocket. 

  No door was visible until they stopped behind one end of the bushes. 

Even then in the dark shade, a door was only just visible. 
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  Geoff glanced at Sue and raised his eyebrows. Both wondered what they 

were about to see. 

  The door swung open, and from the gloom behind the plum trees, they 

stepped into what seemed to be dazzling light. They both gasped at their first sight of 

such a beautiful garden. 

  “I never guessed it would be as wonderful as this.” Geoff saw that 

everywhere contained plants and flowers that caught the eye. 

  “It has taken many years to reach this stage,” said Mark. “I work to 

maintain it, but it is a labour of love and very therapeutic to spend time in here. Perhaps 

you can understand that I wouldn’t want to leave for any length of time without having 

someone to tend it while I’m away. During the next few months I need to be away from 

Belton House on business. The favour I need to ask is whether you would be able to 

find some time to look after my garden for me while I’m away?” 

  They had begun to follow one of the paths through the garden. 

  “Looking after your garden will be a delight.” Sue was almost talking to 

herself as her eyes moved from bloom to bloom. “You have achieved something 

extraordinarily special here,” she added. 

  “Thank you, I guess it’s my little heaven.” Mark led them to the centre 

where there were a number of fruit trees. 

  “Please,” he said, “feel to take some of the fruit, if there is anything ready 

for harvesting before I get back. There is one tree, however,” he took them over to a 

gnarled old apple tree. “This tree was here long before I started to plan the garden. I 

regard its fruit a something special, given to me. It was when I first tasted its fruit that it 
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seemed to give me the idea to plan this garden around it. Please leave its fruit for me 

when I return.” 

  Mark turned and looked beyond them at his garden. 

  “It’s strange, but occasionally I feel there is someone else here, who would 

try to spoil what I have created. I guess, because it’s such a precious place I’m afraid 

that one day I may lose it.” He looked at them. “I know I can trust you, and my garden 

will be in safe, caring hands while I’m away.” 

  Mark showed them other parts of his garden, and they enjoyed discussing 

some of the plants, their growing conditions, and how they had been arranged in the 

borders and beds. Soon they made their way back to the door, and then towards the 

house for tea. 

  They enjoyed a beautiful cream tea which was set before them. While 

enjoying it, Mark asked them lots of questions about their own interests in gardening. 

Towards the end, Mark informed them that he was leaving at the weekend, and hoped 

they would be O.K. to look after his garden from the beginning of next week, which they 

were happy to do. 

  “Enjoy the garden as if it were yours, he said, and handed over the key to 

the garden gate. “I’m not sure how long I will be away, but it could be well into the 

autumn.” 

   They assured him that would be fine, shook hands, turned, and walked 

back to their car. They drove home excited by the prospect of looking after Mark’s 

garden as well as their own. 
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  They planned to go over to Belton House on Monday, Wednesday and 

Friday afternoons, and then spend most of the day on Sundays there too if it was 

necessary. 

  Strangely, as the weeks went by, they found there was very little to do. 

They lightly trimmed back one or two bushes, and dead-headed flowers, but the garden 

almost seemed to take care of itself. Yet they were drawn to go on the afternoons and 

Sundays as they had planned. If there was little to do they would walk and talk, and 

sometimes simply sit and enjoy, and they would always come away feeling refreshed. 

  Also, as the weeks went by, the fruit began to swell and ripen. There were 

apples, pears, raspberries and gooseberries, even grapes from a vine along the south 

facing wall of the garden. 

  On one of the Sundays in late September, Geoff and Sue were working in 

separate areas of the garden. Geoff was cutting away the dead stalks of Hosta flowers, 

while Sue was dead-heading roses. Sue was working near to the fruit trees, which were 

already laden with ripening fruit. She stood and looked at the gnarled old apple tree. 

The apples appeared almost fully ripe. 

  ‘Surely,’ she thought, ‘if Mark doesn’t return soon, he will miss enjoying 

the fruit from his favourite tree this year. If it’s not picked soon it will be enjoyed by 

blackbirds and wasps and no-one else.’ 

  But Mark had been quite specific, so she turned to continue her work on 

the roses. 
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  After a few minutes she stopped and turned back to look towards the old 

tree. She thought she had heard someone move behind her, but there was no-one to be 

seen.  

  ‘Strange,’ she thought, but she was immediately proved to be right. 

  “Hello,” came a voice, and stepping out from behind the old tree was a 

young man about the same age as Mark, with his hand raised in greeting. 

  “I’m sorry,” he smiled, “I didn’t want to alarm you. My name’s Nat, I’m a 

friend of Mark. I knew you were looking after the garden for him while he’s away. Just 

thought I would see how you were getting on. It looks magnificent. I think Mark will be 

more than pleased when he gets back.” 

  “Thank you,” said Sue, a little nervously, but Nat’s smile looked genuine 

and relaxed her somewhat. 

  “To be honest” she continued, “it has been a fairly easy task. The garden 

has been so well looked after in the first place, there isn’t a great deal to do.” 

  “I know.” Nat’s blonde hair shone in the sunlight. “I can understand why 

Mark loves this place so much.” 

  “Do you know when he’s coming back? To be honest I’m getting anxious 

about the fruit. We’ve picked as much as we can use, but I’m afraid that there’s a lot 

that will spoil before he gets back. Particularly this old tree,” she said looking up, and 

Nat followed her gaze. “These apples are ready for picking. It would be a shame for 

them to spoil, but if they’re not picked soon, they will start to drop.” 
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  “I’m not sure when he’s due back. It shouldn’t be too long now, but who 

knows? I know what you mean about these apples. Have you tried one? They’re 

crunchy, but have the sweetest taste imaginable.” 

  Sue looked hesitantly at Nat. “I wouldn’t try one. Mark asked specifically 

that we wouldn’t pick the fruit from this special tree.” 

  “It’s laden. He wouldn’t mind if you just took one to try the taste, but I hope 

he’s back soon or he might lose the whole crop this year.” 

  Sue reached up and felt one of the plump, ripe apples. Its pink cheeks 

glowed in the sunlight. 

  “Go on,” said Nat. “Mark won’t miss one. You will be amazed at the taste, 

and if he doesn’t get back before they drop, he’ll at least be pleased that one was 

appreciated.” 

  Sue still hesitated a little, but not for long. What Nat said made sense. It 

only needed a gentle twist and pull for the fruit to lie in her hand. 

  She took a bite. Nat was right. This must be the most beautiful apple taste 

she had ever encountered. Sue smiled. 

  “It’s wonderful,” she said. 

  “I thought you would like it,” Nat said. He looked at his watch. 

  “I must get off,” he said. “I’m due to be somewhere in ten minutes.” 

  “Haven’t you got time to say hello to Geoff?” asked Sue. 

  “Sorry, I must dash. I bet he would like a taste of that apple though. I might 

try to call in to see how you’re getting on another day.” 
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  With that, Nat was gone. His departure was as sudden as his arrival. Sue 

was left holding the apple, but went off immediately to find Geoff to tell him about their 

visitor – and to get him to taste this wonderful apple. 

  Needless to say, Geoff was not so sure. He had not been there to talk to 

Nat himself, although from what Sue had said, his compliments sounded kind and 

genuine. But he was concerned. 

  “Mark specifically said not to pick any fruit from the old tree.” Geoff’s brow 

furrowed. “But he is leaving it a bit late getting back, if he wants to enjoy the fruit 

himself. I suppose it would be a shame to waste this one now you’ve picked it.” 

  Geoff took the apple that Sue offered. He bit into it, and his eyes lit up as 

he chewed the fruit, and its juice ran into his mouth. 

  “You’re right, it’s exquisite. I can understand why Mark wanted to keep this 

one for himself.” 

  They finished the apple between them, but a pang of guilt spread into both 

of their minds. They had betrayed the trust of the owner of the garden, but they tried to 

justify themselves – it was sensible to enjoy one apple before all the others were spoilt. 

  Nevertheless, they both felt that they should go home. Neither felt like 

doing anymore work in the garden today. It was a fairly quiet, thoughtful journey home, 

but both agreed that they would probably feel like making a fresh start in the garden the 

next day. 

  Monday arrived, but the slight gloom that had descended over Geoff and 

Sue the previous day was still there. 
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  “All over a silly apple,” thought Sue. She wished now that Mark’s friend, 

Nat, had never turned up and encouraged her to eat it. 

  Nevertheless, the day was sunny and warm, so, after lunch, they set out 

for Belton House with slightly raised spirits. They were sure once they were back inside 

Mark’s lovely garden that yesterday would be forgotten. 

  They parked at the house as usual, and made their way towards the door 

that led to the garden. Geoff took the key from his pocket, but he didn’t need it. The 

door stood ajar, and just as they were about to push it wider to go in, it was opened 

from the other side, and there stood Mark. 

  They were pleased to see him, but weren’t sure if he was pleased to see 

them. 

  “Thankyou, I’ll take the key,” which was really no greeting at all, as Geoff 

handed over the key. 

  “I hope you have enjoyed the garden,” Mark continued, “but unfortunately 

you have taken fruit from the old tree.” 

  “It was only one apple,” Sue blurted out, “I was afraid all the fruit would be 

lost before you returned. Besides, your friend Nat encouraged me to try one.” 

  “I have no friend, Nat. I was hoping you would be able to share this garden 

with me in the future – have free access, even while I was here, but you have broken 

my trust. Thankyou, but you are no longer allowed in.” 

  With that, Mark stepped back and the door was slammed shut with a loud 

bang. 
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  “Well,” said Sue, “how ungrateful. But who was Nat?” They turned and 

began to slowly walk back towards the car. Geoff was more thoughtful. 

  “It’s all about trust,” he said eventually. “Complete trust in everything is a 

high demand. Mark was right to be angry, because we failed his trust in one thing. 

Come on, we have plenty of weeds to attend to in our own garden. It’s been good to 

look after Mark’s for a while – but I guess we’ll never forget how it ended – the big 

bang!” Geoff sighed as they drove away. 

 

        Malcolm S. Evans 


