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			‘Hi. We’re here for Melanie Broughton,’ I tell the glamorous receptionist at the solicitor’s. I feel suddenly too aware of my gardener’s fingernails and stuff my hands into my cardigan pockets. ‘Tell her it’s Gill Swanley and Mike Berisford.’

			Looking to my right, Mike is positively thrumming with anticipation. He hooks his thumbs into the waistband of his trousers. ‘We’ve come to pick up the keys to the Chequered Lawns Golf Club … in Weybridge.’ He’s grinning and speaks in a booming voice, as if everyone in the reception area will want to hear what he’s got to say. Except it’s just us and the receptionist, though her thick, black false eyelashes might count as a pet. ‘We’re the proud new owners.’

			The receptionist hasn’t looked either of us in the eye yet. She yawns, takes up the phone receiver and dials an extension, poking at the buttons on her phone with clawlike pink nail extensions that tap, tap, tap on the plastic. Our arrival is announced to the solicitor, and we are told to take a seat.

			Ten or so minutes later, Melanie appears. It’s the first time we’ve seen her in the flesh, and in her grey suit with her helmet of perfectly coiffed hair, she looks like a woman who knows her way around probate and conveyancing or whatever it is she’s been doing for the last few months. She’s carrying a folder.

			‘Gill and Mike?’ Her smile is perfunctory. ‘Follow me.’

			We follow her into a small meeting room, take a seat beneath the harsh strip lighting, and she opens the folder. There’s a bulky white envelope inside that jangles. I realise it contains our keys, and butterflies take flight in my stomach.

			‘Well, here we are, at last,’ she says.

			‘Here we are, indeed,’ Mike says, staring at the envelope, wearing an expectant smile. ‘Months and months after winning Dorothy Gloucester’s golf club …’

			‘I know it’s seemed like forever.’ Melanie nods sympathetically. ‘Probate’s never fast, Michael.’ Now she’s shaking her head. ‘Especially not when it’s the legacy of a murdered woman.’

			‘Poor old Dotty,’ I say, visualising the beloved BBC radio presenter, grey-faced and lifeless in her potting shed. I shudder at the memory. ‘Such a shame she had to die for us to get this amazing opportunity.’

			‘Well, small wonder it’s taken so long.’ Melanie takes some paperwork out of the folder. ‘It’s easy enough for some judge to stand on a stage and congratulate you on winning acres and acres of prime Surrey greenbelt as first prize in a gardening competition –’

			‘There was nothing easy about winning the Golden Trowel,’ Mike says. ‘We were up against stiff competition from the Croydon Diggers and Dibbers.’

			‘That’s not what I meant.’ Melanie pushes the paperwork towards us. ‘I mean, Dorothy Gloucester’s will was complicated. The covenants she’d put in place to convert the golf club into a flower farm … All those conditions that need to be met by whoever won the Golden Trowel –’

			‘The Bromley Botanists.’ Mike grins and winks at me. ‘Best community gardening club in Britain. Golden Trowel Award holders, 2025. That’s us, going down in the annals of gardening history, that is!’

			‘Yes. Well, there’s nine of you,’ Melanie says. ‘And you all had to commit to converting a profit-making golf club with a fee-paying membership into a flower farm, which you’ve then got to run as a not-for-profit company. The probate thing’s drawn-out enough, but you had added layers of complexity: filing for change of use, changing ownership. This is just the start. You might have filed the paperwork for a company limited by guarantee, with each of you as directors, but first, you’ll need to wind up the golf club properly, because the CEO – he’s the only paid member of the board, which is otherwise staffed with volunteers – the CEO has been dragging his heels and is only just packing up now, or so I’m told. And there’s other responsibilities attached to all that. ’ She counts the jobs off on her fingers, one by one. ‘You’ll have to refund the members their outstanding subs, and then make sure any remaining golf club profits and the surplus monies from the farm go to Ms Gloucester’s trustees, so they can be disbursed to the charities of her choosing. And there’s all those clauses about making it open to the public several days per year. Are you sure you understand what you’re letting yourselves in for?’ She cocks her head to the side and pulls a face.

			‘It’s our dream come true, isn’t it, Gill?’ Mike takes my hand and squeezes it. ‘Being our own bosses. Working the good earth to grow beautiful organic flowers for the local posh florists.’

			I nod. ‘Better than working in insurance, any day of the week.’ I omit the part about the bills stacking up at home since I left my job as a senior call centre manager at Chislehurst Green Insurance to realise my dreams of being a flower farmer – likely poorly paid.

			Melanie looks at her nails and raises an eyebrow. ‘Well, doing the legal stuff was onerous enough. If I’d won the golf club of a murdered woman in some gardening competition, and there were all those strings attached, I think I’d find it a bit of a poisoned chalice.’

			‘Probably least said about poison the better,’ I say, wrinkling my nose.

			‘Oh, yes. Sorry.’ Our solicitor looks momentarily flustered. ‘Terrible business. Can’t believe her long-lost son had the temerity to challenge her will, when he’d poisoned her. His own mother!’

			Mike runs a finger around the collar of his Dobbies garden centre polo shirt. ‘Luke Cromarty got himself twenty-five years for murder. He should have got life behind bars, if you ask me. What a piece of work!’ He puffs air out of his cheeks. ‘But I’m glad to have all this drama behind us. It’s just such a shame poor Dorothy had to meet a sticky end to give us the opportunity of a lifetime. What a woman. What a legacy!’ He turns to me. ‘We’ll make her proud, won’t we?’

			‘We certainly will.’ I pat his hand and turn back to Melanie. ‘Onwards and upwards, eh?’

			Melanie nods. She clicks her biro on and off. ‘Onwards and upwards. Just try to put the nightmarish summer behind you. You’re fulfilling Ms Gloucester’s last wish, that the golf club is turned back into a farm.’

			‘A flower farm,’ Mike says. ‘It’s the ultimate gardening project for the Bromley Botanists. And we’re even getting the start-up cash, thanks to our angel investor, Barty Bing.’

			Melanie smiles, and this time, it reaches her eyes. ‘Yes. Thanks for settling our bill so promptly. You should get the receipt emailed over by my secretary by the end of today.’ She finally proffers the biro.

			With a shaking hand, Mike takes the biro and signs a release form for the keys that I try to read but am too excited to properly take in. It all seems straightforward enough.

			I gasp and clasp my hands to my mouth. ‘I can’t believe we’re actually doing this.’ I can barely take my eyes off the envelope, because it contains the keys not just to Chequered Lawns, but to my future as a business owner – no longer at the mercy of my idiot ex-boss, Colin, who more than earned his secret moniker, ‘Captain Colon’.

			I sign.

			‘Congratulations,’ Melanie says. ‘I wish you the best of luck.’

			We are on our own. This is it. I turn to Mike. ‘Ready?’

			He clicks his heels and salutes. ‘Ready as I’ll ever be, ma’am. Shall we?’

			I take his arm, and we head out into the late October drizzle of Beckenham, in the twilight zone between rural Kent proper – famed for its ye olde (newly converted) oast houses, with their crooked conical roofs and property market desirability, its lush fields full of crops and hops – and South-East London, famed for … knife crime and sprawling council estates (but at least you can go for a nice artisan coffee once you’ve been mugged, assuming your friendly mugger left you with a spare fiver or your phone).

			As we climb into my old Volvo, I fantasise that business will be booming by this time next year. We set off to meet the others, so we can greet our destiny together …

			‘Well, we’re here,’ Mike says, looking out at Chequered Lawns Golf Club’s sprawling 1990s clubhouse.

			I pull on my noisy old handbrake and gaze out, not just at the undulating golf course beyond the Tudorbethan eyesore, but also at the other cars in the car park: Jaguar F-Pace, BMW 5 Series, Mercedes something-or-others – the wheels of the wealthily retired.

			‘Dotty Gloucester must have been making a mint out of this place,’ I say, just as a tanned, lithe-looking couple of seventy-something women wheel their pink and white golf bags from a Range Rover up the ramp to the grand entrance.

			It is eleven in the morning and they are wearing pearls to the golf course, where I have just about managed to cajole myself into putting on my four-day-old bra.

			In the passenger seat, Mike’s frowning. He pushes his glasses up his nose with his middle finger. ‘The golf club lot were told to vacate the building by the end of this week. Does this look like a place that’s shutting up shop to you?’

			‘No. It doesn’t.’ I retrieve the paperwork from our folder, which has grown thick with legal documents: Land Registry, local authority, environmental, mining and water search results, showing what lies within and beyond the club’s boundaries, a planning application to turn the place back into a working farm (though quite unlike the Gloucester family arable farm which had preceded the golf club), quotes for farming equipment and stock from seed and bulb wholesalers. Leafing through the top few sheets, I find the relevant information. ‘They were told by Melanie back in late August that they had to be out by this coming Friday, one pm, with their set of keys and the most up-to-date accounts handed directly to us. She said the CEO was dragging his heels. But this is more than someone dragging their heels on packing up. It looks very much like a golf club that’s still fully up and running to me.’

			I can see someone waving in my peripheral vision. It’s Marjorie, the oldest of the Bromley Botanists, but arguably the most energetic of us all, powered by weapons-grade vitriol, righteous indignation and religious self-importance. She’s gesticulating and talking at me, as though I can hear her from across a large car park, when my windows are shut.

			I open the window.

			‘… Bollard. Orville Bollard!’ she’s shrieking. ‘That’s the man we need to see, Gillian. One has already been inside and they wouldn’t –’

			‘Hang on, Marjorie. Stop shouting. We’re coming.’

			Alighting from the old Volvo, Mike and I cross the car park to meet our elderly colleague. She is wearing the brick-coloured pleated skirt, lilac anorak and orthopaedic shoes that she wears when she means business – last worn to confront a suspected murderer (who turned out to be an old school friend, who had recently suffered a debilitating stroke).

			‘Gill!’ A man calls to me. ‘Yo!’

			It’s Seth. To our left, his van door opens, and he and Phoebe – the youngsters of our group – emerge. Wearing workman’s garb, Seth looks like he’s come straight from a building site, covered in plaster dust from wiring up some new block of flats or other. Phoebe looks like she has just rolled out of Mike’s compost heap. She has had her dreadlocks cut off and has grown a short, mousy mullet that makes her look like a footballer from 1982. It makes me feel old and irrelevant, because I’m well aware that that’s what the cool kids are all currently wearing. Even my beloved son, Zak, has turned his curls into some sort of homage to Rudi Völler of Werder Bremen footballing fame (my Dave will be smiling down from heaven, bemused by the knowledge that I have remembered this 1980s footy factoid).

			‘Like the new hair,’ I lie.

			Phoebe toys with her nose ring and gives me a sheepish smile. She slides her child-sized hands with their bitten-down nails into the pockets of her oversized dungarees. ‘Cheers, man. I decided the locks were bare cultural appropriation.’ She turns to Seth and blushes. ‘Seth rates the new trim.’

			I wonder if Seth and Phoebe have started dating since we last met up a few weeks ago. Given Seth is a carer for his wheelchair-bound mother, when he’s not working or gardening with us, would he even have time to date? He and trustafarian Phoebe would strike me as an odd couple, but I’m sure there’s a spark between them.

			‘Where’s the others?’ I ask.

			A horn toots sharply. I look around and spot Cath’s people carrier advancing up the golf club’s sweeping approach. She takes a speed hump too fast and the chassis of her car clunks back to earth. With some revving of the engine and a small skid on the wet gravel, she finally parks up to the right of my Volvo. Her passengers are fellow Bromley Botanists, Neil and Val.

			‘Big day, eh?’ Cath says, climbing out wearing a sardonic smile as if she thinks it’s anything but. Typical Cath, the group’s grumpy GP. She never looks glass-half-full, even if she’s inwardly excited. ‘You’re lucky I have a half-day on a Wednesday.’

			Neil comes over and air-kisses me on both cheeks. ‘Hello, darling. Take no notice of Doctor Grumpypants. None of us would miss this for the world. I’m just glad we got the keys during half-term so I could come. I’m supposed to be working on some new lesson plans today, but it’s not like I won’t be trotting out the same stuff I’ve been teaching for the last umpteen years.’

			Val waves. Her green Mohican has started to wilt in the drizzle, and the mascara on her right eye is already streaking on to her cheek. ‘Wotcha, love. How’s Lil?’

			I think about my mother, Lily, causing havoc now that she’s moved in with me and Zak. My dining room has been converted into a bedroom for her, and she’s been given a mobility scooter that is the bane of my street. Nobody is happy with any of those arrangements, given she much prefers her independence, and I keep getting neighbour complaints that she blocks the road with her new wheels, going a steady 9mph. ‘She’s smashing, ta. She’ll be over on the weekend for the big dig.’

			‘Lovely. I ain’t seen her in months. Tell her to bring a few ciders.’ Val nods at Mike. ‘Alright, Michael? Been licking any compost lately?’

			Mike chuckles with obvious embarrassment at the mention of him once having taste-tested some of his home-made compost, when he’d suspected it had been tampered with by Luke Cromarty and his Croydon Diggers and Dibbers. The lenses of his glasses are already steamed up from the drizzle. He pulls on the hood of his anorak. ‘Well, that was extenuating circumstances, Valerie. It’s not every day that Berisford’s Black Gold is sabotaged with salt by a murderous horticultural rival. I had my suspicions as soon I saw the slug trails.’ He points to his tongue. ‘But the proof of the pudding …’

			Val has already turned away from him, waving her hand dismissively. ‘Yeah, yeah.’ Her smile slides as she turns to Marjorie. She treats her to a begrudging nod. ‘Marj.’

			Marjorie glowers at her, her peach lipsticky lips thinning to a line. ‘Valerie, one wishes you would use one’s correct name, which, for your information, is not “Marj”.’

			‘Oh, does one?’ Val nods at the Tudorbethan pile. Two red-faced men are standing in the doorway, laughing and clapping each other on the back with gusto before they depart for the car park with their enormous bags of golfing gear. ‘I see the golf club’s still open. What’s that all about then?’ She zips up her battered old leather biker’s jacket.

			‘Let’s go and find out, shall we?’ Cath asks.
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			We enter the dated but decadent clubhouse. It is all overstuffed armchairs and mahogany tables, with fake oil paintings on the walls in oversized gilt frames: glossy stallions, pedigree dogs and seventeenth-century chinless noblemen with short knickerbockers, and big swords and hair. All around, older people are sipping drinks. There is the chummer of polite conversation, punctuated with the odd guffaw.

			‘I’ve never seen so many double-breasted blazers and brass buttons in my life,’ Neil remarks.

			‘There’s more tartan trousers than Johnny Rotten saw in his entire punk period,’ Val says. ‘At least they get points for that.’

			‘This place well stinks of old gimmer?’ Phoebe says in her cut crystal received English. ‘Cigars, stale beer and Old Spice.’

			The hubbub falls silent as the clientele of the clubhouse all turn to us, eyeing us like the interlopers we are.

			I step forward, locking eyes with one white-haired, blazer-clad man whose bulbous nose looks like it has admired the bouquet of a lifetime’s supply of single malt whisky. ‘Hello. We’re looking for Orville Bollard.’

			He looks me up and down, indignation or perhaps indigestion making his jowls wobble. ‘You mean, Commander Bollard? Commander Orville Bollard, CBE?’

			At his side, a blonde woman – perhaps in her sixties – wearing a Hermès scarf tied jauntily around her neck looks askance at Phoebe’s nose ring, touches the side of her own nose and curls her lip. She then puts her manicured hand over what appears to be a gin and tonic, as though Phoebe’s piercing might contaminate her drink.

			‘Yes, the chief exec of this place. Where can we find him? We’re the new owners of the golf club.’

			The blazer-clad man looks at me, shuffles forward in his seat with chubby legs locked in manspreading position, showing off his ribbed socks, pulled up not quite high enough to conceal the eczema on his pink legs. He guffaws. ‘New owners? You lot?’ He turns to the woman. ‘Have you ever heard such a brazen fiction, Lolly?’

			Lolly (seriously?) turns to me with pale green eyes, icy as permafrost. ‘He’s playing a round with some friends.’ She looks at the delicate gold cocktail watch on her thin, tanned wrist. ‘He’ll be out by the seventh hole by now, won’t he, Rex darling?’

			Rex nods and says something in such a posh accent, it’s unintelligible. Rex and Lolly. What a couple.

			I turn to Mike. ‘Well, we can’t resolve the issue of the golf club still being open ’til we talk to Orville Bollard. What shall we do in the meantime?’

			He rubs his chin. ‘Let’s get out on to the course. See if we can track him down.’

			‘I say we stop by the ninth hole and take a sample of the soil,’ Marjorie suggests as we march across perfectly manicured lawn. She’s already out of breath. ‘See if it’s acid, alkaline or neutral. Compact clay or nice and loamy.’

			‘Why?’ Val asks. ‘Why the hell do we need to go that far to test the bloody pH and soil type?’

			‘Language, Valerie! Need we endure such industrial language?’

			‘Oh, stow it, you old baggage.’ Val’s trying to roll a cigarette as she’s walking, despite the drizzle. ‘Bloody’s a gateway swearword. And you love it really.’

			Marjorie takes a trowel out of her hard-framed handbag and points the sharp end at Val. ‘One does not. One is an upstanding Christian woman.’

			‘Self-praise is no recommendation,’ Val says. Her breath is even more laboured than Marjorie’s. She winks at me and sticks the roll-up in the corner of her mouth.

			‘That’ll kill you,’ Cath says.

			‘I’m seventy-two, not fifteen, Dr Quack,’ Val says. ‘But thanks for the free medical advice.’

			I take the map of the entire site out of my handbag and unfold it. Fortunately the drizzle has now stopped, and the autumn sunshine is desperately trying to peek through the thick cloud that hangs low over Weybridge and its surrounding area. I can feel the wet of the springy turf seeping through the fabric of my trainers and wish I’d worn my wellies. ‘Well, notwithstanding the fact that the golf club’s still open for business –’

			‘Probably just some misunderstanding that’s easily ironed out,’ Neil says, waving his hand dismissively.

			I nod. ‘We’ll see what Bollard’s got to say for himself. But in the meantime, we are meant to be turning this place into a flower farm, so Marj is right. It does make sense to go out to the ninth hole and take a sample there. It’s the centre of the site, so …’

			Mike rubs his hands together. His breath steams on the air when he speaks. ‘This turf is so beautiful. These really are well-maintained grounds, so I’m expecting excellent drainage and good loamy soil. Perfect for flower farming. Once we know what we’re dealing with, pH and drainage-wise, with Barty’s start-up cash, we can put in a big order with the wholesalers for spring-flowering bulbs. Daffs, tulips, alliums, ranunculus … Shove in a load of bare root roses, peonies and other perennials before the ground hardens in earnest. This place is enormous. I’m not sure even with Barty’s thirty thousand pounds we’d be able to plough and stock every acre of it. Certainly not after paying the solicitor’s bill. But we can sow and plant up a good chunk. By March, we’ll have a tonne of stock coming through to sell to florists all over the South-East.’

			‘Can’t wait, man,’ Seth says. ‘That sounds sick. We’re gonna be the next Miracle-Gro or Levington’s or something.’ He shakes his hand, clicking his fingers in that complicated way that only young people can do. ‘Horticultural business moguls, innit?’ He bumps fists with Mike.

			‘Don’t get too excited,’ Cath says. ‘Registering the farm as a not-for-profit is a legal binding condition of winning the land. I think you’re going to have to stick a pin in your business mogul aspirations.’

			At my side, Val is huffing and puffing from the gentle walk up a hill. ‘Jesus, my bunions are killing me. I can’t catch my breath. How much further is it?’

			I point in the direction of the ninth hole. ‘If we cut through that copse of trees, it’s not far, as the crow flies.’

			At the end of October, the horse chestnut trees are already shedding their golden leaves. Conkers lie on the ground like little woody jewels. Looking up through the canopy of the copse, even though a fat droplet of freezing water plops from a leaf on to my forehead, I feel lucky. This land is ours. Dotty Gloucester gave this land to us. It feels almost biblical in destiny.

			‘We’re going to be flower farmers,’ I whisper.

			Mike takes my hand surreptitiously. ‘Can you believe it?’

			I look at him and grin. Shake my head. ‘No way. This all feels like a dream. All of it.’

			Finally, we make it to the ninth hole. With a grunt, Marjorie squats a metre or so from the hole and its flagpole, poised to excavate a chunk from the pristine turf with her trowel.

			‘Are you seriously going to dig in this posh turf, fam?’ Seth asks. He’s looking around at the perfectly level grass which couldn’t be more than a centimetre in length. ‘The golf club’s still open, innit? People are still paying to play. Maybe take a sample from the bits on the edge, where the grass is longer? Otherwise I think some vengeful old dude’s gonna appear and strike you down, like.’

			‘Nonsense,’ Marjorie says. ‘The Lord wills it. We’re the rightful owners of this course, bequeathed to us by the big-bosomed BBC Radio presenter of Lady Gardeners’ Hour, who did the right thing in death, even as she undoubtedly sinned in life. Where better than to start on the prime spot in the centre of the course?’

			She’s just about to plunge the blade of the trowel into the earth, when there’s a loud cry.

			‘Oi! Stop right there, you vandal!’

			Marjorie looks up and glowers at a small, portly man, marching towards her at speed with a golf iron slung over his shoulder. His face is flushed. He is balding, but a wayward lock of combed-over white hair flaps on the breeze.

			‘I see you!’ he shouts. ‘Don’t you bally well dare!’

			Val helps Marj to stand up. ‘Who the hell are you?’ she asks.

			‘Who are you?!’

			Mike steps forward and extends a placatory hand. ‘Hello, sir. We’re the new owners of this golf club. The Bromley Botanists – famed legatees of the late and sadly missed Dorothy Gloucester. My name’s Mike “Potato” Berisford. They call me the King of King Edwards.’

			‘Mike Potato?’ the man glares at him. ‘What sort of a ridiculous name is that? And why is that old crone trying to dig up the prized turf by my ninth hole?’

			‘Your ninth hole?’ I ask. ‘So you’re Orville Bollard?’

			He comes to a standstill with his hands behind his back. His demeanour is imperious. In his tartan golf trousers and argyle jumper, he looks like a drunken man’s view through a kaleidoscope. ‘Commander Orville Bollard, CBE. I’m the chief executive of this place, and I’ve been waiting for you lot.’

			‘Why aren’t you packing up?’ I ask. ‘You’re meant to be out by this coming Friday lunch. You were given notice to quit. This is a flower farm now, and we’re the rightful owners. We need to start prepping the –’

			‘I won’t be quitting anything, young lady,’ he says. The red and purple thread veins that spread in a florid network across his orange-peel cheeks seem to glow. ‘In fact, I intend to challenge Dorothy’s will.’

			‘On what grounds?’ Mike asks, scoffing.

			‘He can’t challenge the will,’ Cath says. ‘Probate’s done and dusted.’

			Bollard’s mouth is downturned. ‘Ah, well that’s where you’re wrong, madam. I am perfectly within my rights to launch a challenge, even after probate has gone through. I know the law. And if you think you’re shutting my golf club down –’

			‘It’s not your golf club,’ I say. ‘It’s ours. We’ve just paid the hefty solicitor’s bill to prove it. You’re just an employee. You don’t have a legal leg to stand on, mate.’

			Bollard closes his eyes emphatically and shouts over me. ‘IF YOU THINK YOU’RE SHUTTING MY GOLF CLUB DOWN, while there are active memberships running, you’ve got another think coming! Prepare for war!’
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			‘I don’t believe this,’ I say, rubbing my face. ‘How many people are going to challenge our prize before we can just get on with it? First, Luke Cromarty. Now, Bollard.’

			‘He can’t be serious,’ Cath says, shielding her eyes from the weak sun that is starting to stream through the low-hanging cloud, as she watches Orville Bollard march off into the distance. ‘He’s a bit old to be another of Dotty’s long-lost sons, coming out of the woodwork.’ She laughs morosely. ‘So what claim can he possibly have against us?’

			‘Squatters’ rights?’ Val suggests. ‘Pay the bugger off and change the locks. That’s what happened to me and my mates in ’82.’

			Neil takes his flat cap off to smooth a hand over his bald pate. His Dali moustache twitches as he frowns. ‘Do you think he’s about to stage a hostile takeover? Is that a thing in this country?’

			‘How can he?’ Mike asks. He’s squatting by the edge of the green, running his fingers over the slightly longer grass. ‘Bollard’s just a paid lackey – now our paid lackey, technically. The only one on the payroll, and he’s had his last pay cheque.’

			‘How much does he earn?’ Neil asks.

			‘Sixty grand a year,’ I say. ‘We got sent a shoebox of accounts. It was a terrible mess – they clearly have a treasurer who can’t bookkeep for toffee – but a copy of Bollard’s P60 was in there.’

			Neil breathes in sharply. ‘Sixty K? That’s a small fortune for wandering round a golf course in bad jumpers, lording it over the clientele.’

			I nod with gusto, ruefully considering the pittance Zak, my mother and I are subsisting on, now we’re living off my savings until I start getting income from the farm. ‘Too much at half the price, if you ask me.’

			‘What about the board, then?’ Neil asks. ‘Can they throw a spanner in the works?’

			‘The golf club’s board aren’t shareholders,’ Mike says. ‘They’re just voluntary busybodies. This land was originally the Gloucester family farm. Dotty and her sister built the golf club in the early nineties. They were the sole owners of this place until the sister died. And then Dotty inherited it lock, stock. It was her right to bequeath the place to the winners of the Golden Trowel – which happened to be us. Bollard hasn’t got a leg to stand on. He’s just trying it on for the sake of being obstructive, if you ask me.’ He looks up at Marjorie. ‘Pass me your trowel. We came all the way out here to see the lay of the land and get a soil sample. Let’s get on with it.’

			Marjorie clutches her trowel close as though it’s a prized possession or her only child. ‘My trowel. I will take the sample, thank you.’

			With clicking knees, she crouches beside Mike and trowels out a chunk of earth. While she rubs the soil between her fingers, Mike pours some water from a water bottle he had in his deep coat pocket. He takes out a two-pronged pH tester and stirs the muddy gloop in the new hole. Then he plunges the prongs in and checks a reading.

			‘As I thought. It’s acidic. Not massively acidic, and there’s bound to be variations across the site, but …’

			‘Nice and loamy clay,’ Marjorie says. ‘Perfect for growing. Roses, peonies and dahlias in particular will thrive nicely, because they prefer good drainage. They hate having their roots in freezing, boggy ground. Obviously, dahlias will have to be started off under cover because they’re tender – same as annuals – but they’re never that keen on waterlogged clay, so this stuff is perfect! Lilies will prefer good drainage too.’

			I stand over them, dumbfounded that they’re not taking Bollard’s threat seriously. ‘Er, guys, are you not in the least bit perturbed by what just happened?’

			‘One is not a “guy”,’ Marjorie says.

			Mike looks up at me and smiles. ‘Don’t worry, Gill. Bollard’s just bluffing. I’m sure of it. And anyway, we’ve not only got Barty Bing’s very generous start-up funding to fall back on, but if Bollard does try to mount some kind of legal challenge, Barty also just happens to be a legal beagle.’

			‘A retired corporate lawyer,’ Cath says. ‘That’s not the same as a property or probate expert. And that start-up pot isn’t going to stretch as far as you think.’

			‘Cath’s right,’ I say. ‘We’re already tight for cash, with a pile of heavy machinery to hire and stock to buy. Let alone paying ourselves a wage.’ I peer round at our group and realise we are missing the most recent addition to the Bromley Botanists. ‘Where is Barty, by the way? Didn’t he say he was coming today?’

			Marjorie stands up with cracking knees and takes out her brick-like relic of a mobile phone. ‘One corresponded via text message with him only two evenings ago,’ she says, flushing pink beneath her heavy powdery foundation and orange blusher. ‘He did say he was coming. His exact words were: “Until Wednesday, my dear.”’ She reads out the text message he’s apparently sent her in a theatrical voice. ‘“Toodle-pip, Barty.”’ She frowns down at the tiny screen. ‘Perhaps he’s stuck in traffic.’

			Cath’s stomach growls audibly. ‘How about we grab some food, and discuss what we’re going to do? Because we can’t start a flower farm with the well-heeled retirees of Weybridge wheeling their golf bags and whacking golf balls all over the place.’

			‘Good point,’ I say. ‘There’s nothing more we can do here for now. Let’s head back to the car park and go find somewhere that isn’t the clubhouse. I’m sure I saw a nice-looking pub just down the road.’

			In the car park, Seth takes his leave as he has to get back to the building site. We are just about to pile into my Volvo and Cath’s people carrier, when there is the rumble and grunt of a huge old engine. I turn around and see Barty Bing’s ageing Rolls-Royce kangarooing into the car park.

			‘Here he is!’ Marjorie waves at Barty, who is sitting very close to the windscreen, staring out blankly.

			He swings the giant two-tone monstrosity between two spaces at an angle. As he clambers out gingerly, the car lurches forward into a low wooden fence that separates the car park from the clubhouse’s grassy frontage.

			‘Put your handbrake on, Barty!’ Mike shouts.

			‘What the hell is he doing?’ Neil asks.

			Barty stares quizzically from the front of his car to the low wooden fencing he’s just knocked over, as if he can’t work out how the two might be connected. He shakes his head, turns to us and raises his tweed brimmed hat. ‘What ho, chums. Have I missed anything?’ His smile is Steradent bright.

			‘You’re late,’ Val says, tapping the face of her wristwatch. ‘You missed all the fun. We already got ourselves a new enemy. On day one!’

			Marjorie holds her tightly rolled see-through umbrella aloft. ‘Let us repair to the hostelry for libation!’

			Barty looks bewildered. He points to the clubhouse. ‘Aren’t we going in there? Don’t we own that now?’

			Marjorie hooks her arm into his and leads him off down the golf club’s drive, explaining the situation. It’s a good job my mother isn’t here to see their closeness, because she has a soft spot for the gentlemanly and well-heeled retiree. I imagine Mum ploughing Marjorie – her rival for Barty’s affections – down at low speed with her new mobility scooter.

			‘How much are they charging for a burger?!’ I say in dismay as I clock the chalkboard menu above the bar of the pub.

			‘It’s Weybridge, darling,’ Neil says. ‘They have a better class of cow round here.’

			‘Lunch is on me, everyone!’ Barty Bing shouts, waving his wallet.

			‘No, no, you mustn’t,’ Mike says, getting out his own.

			‘Mike’s right. There’s no need, Barty,’ Neil says. ‘I’m happy to get my own. In fact, you’re being generous enough as our financial backer. Let me buy you a drink!’

			Initially, everyone insists that they will pay for their own meal. But they all give in graciously to Barty’s largesse within two minutes and twenty-four seconds, because everyone apart from Cath, Seth and Marj is actually stony broke. Val and Marj are both pensioners, but Val, lifelong disruptor and supporter of the omnicause, doesn’t have the luxury of owning her own home or having an inheritance from a dead husband who was big in middle management. Phoebe has money tied up in some trust fund or other but is still jobless. Mike and I both stupidly handed in our notices at work in anticipation of starting this flower farm business – prematurely, it turns out, judging by how much work we’ve still got ahead of us before there’s a prospect of cash coming in. Happily, Mike has since been able to pick up a few casual shifts at the garden centre, where he was working before we won the Golden Trowel, but I burnt all my bridges. Neil’s saving up to divorce his husband.

			We place our orders, but just as we’re collecting our drinks and the wooden spoon bearing the table number from the bar, the barmaid looks sheepishly at Barty.

			‘Sorry. That didn’t go through?’ She holds the card machine up to show it has rejected his means of payment. ‘Maybe you put in the wrong pin?’

			Barty’s benevolent smile fades. ‘No. I’m quite sure I put in the correct pin. Let me try again.’

			For a second time, the barmaid punches in the total due, and Barty inserts his card and accompanying pin. Yet again, the payment is rejected. The barmaid looks flustered, clocking the newcomer diners queuing behind us. Barty is frowning down at the card.

			Mike peers over the old man’s shoulder. ‘That card’s several years out of date, Barty.’

			Barty shakes his head. ‘No, it isn’t. Don’t talk balderdash, boy.’

			Locking eyes with me, Mike seems to be asking for my support.

			I lean over and spy the ‘exp end’ date. ‘Mike’s right. That card expired in 2021. Did you have a wallet clear-out and maybe cut up the wrong card?’

			‘Of course not.’ Barty’s looking frustrated now. Or is it confused?

			‘Don’t worry,’ Neil says. ‘We already said we’re happy to pay our own way. You go and grab a table, Bart.’ He turns to me. ‘Come on. I’ll get yours.’

			‘No way,’ I say. ‘You’re a teacher. I don’t want you subsidising me.’

			‘You’re a jobless single parent, and I’ve just been promoted to Head of English,’ he says, retrieving a credit card from his wallet. ‘Turns out, teaching the students how to plant up the school flower beds got me massive Brownie points.’

			‘I’m sure that’s not the only reason you got promoted, you silly sod. You’re clearly brilliant at your job.’ I squeeze his arm. ‘Congrats. And thanks. I owe you one.’

			Finally, we’re all seated around a table, discussing Orville Bollard. Marjorie narrates the story of the confrontation by the ninth hole.

			‘He was deeply ungentlemanly,’ she says in a shrill voice. ‘He called me a vandal, and said, “Don’t you bally well dare!” To me! Can you believe it! What a bullying oink. And now, he says he’s challenging Dotty’s will to keep the golf club open. Can he do that, Barty?’

			Mike slurps from his pint of Guinness, giving himself a moustache of foam. ‘Surely not.’

			‘Hush, Michael,’ Marj says. ‘Barty’s the expert. Tell us, Barty. What do you think?’

			All eyes are on our retired legal beagle, who had once belonged to rival community gardening group, the Croydon Diggers and Dibbers – a group of thugs and cheats which had been hiding a murderer among its ranks. Happily, Barty had assuaged his guilt by association by not only offering us his gardening services and loyalty, but also cash to get this flower farm off the ground. Now, we’re hoping for some free legal expertise.

			Barty looks vacantly past me, as though he’s lost in some detailed memory.

			‘Barty?’ Cath lays her hand on his arm.

			He slowly turns to her. ‘Oh, hello, Claire. I didn’t expect to see you here.’ He smiles absently and sips from his half of bitter-shandy.

			Cath meets my gaze and side-eyes our ninth member. She turns back to him. ‘Who’s Claire, Barty?’

			‘It’s his daughter,’ Marjorie says. She then starts to slow-shout at Barty, as though he’s hard of hearing rather than confused. ‘This is Cath, the doctor. Not your daughter. Remember Cath? Bit of a misery guts. Shifty eyes. Wears a lot of grey fleece.’

			‘Oh thanks!’ Cath says.

			Suddenly, Barty is back in the room. ‘Cath. Of course! Doctor Cath! The green-fingered GP. Sorry. I was away with the fairies there for a minute.’ He chuckles and looks at his drink; sets the drink back on the table. ‘So you wanted to know about this Orville Bollard and his threats? Whether he’s got a legal leg to stand on?’

			‘That’s right,’ Val says, rolling another cigarette between her nicotine-yellowed arthritic fingers, which she then shoves behind her ear. ‘Is he all mouth and no trousers?’

			Barty waxes lyrical for ten minutes, clearly not really knowing if there’s a clash between the golf club’s rights as an ongoing concern (assuming it has any, given it’s supposed to have been shut down, under the terms of Dotty’s will), any rights Bollard might have as a contracted employee, and our rights as landowners. Eventually he concedes that, ‘You’ll need to speak to someone who knows the current law. It’s a good twenty years since I practised full-time, and the law changes. Sorry.’

			Mike pats my hand, as if he can tell how tense the whole situation is making me. I know he has as much to lose as I do if this venture goes south.

			We eat, and on the way back to our cars, Cath slows down her pace until we’re walking side by side.

			‘Barty’s not himself,’ she says.

			‘Yes. Agree. Something’s off. What do you think?’ I study the side of her face, waiting for her to divulge more.

			She’s staring straight ahead, inscrutable as ever. ‘I’ll have a word with his daughter. I’ll let you know.’

			At home, I think about our angel investor as I’m fixing dinner for the three of us. Zak is seated in his computer alcove in the living room, doing his Maths homework. My mother is seated at the kitchen table, wanging on about some woman called Fanny Mitcham, who tried to cut in front of her at the podiatrist’s.

			‘She’s always been a pushy cow, that Fanny,’ she says. ‘Did I tell you what she did when we was living in Peckham?’

			There’s a moment of blissful silence in her monologue, as I chop onions and think about today’s fiasco.

			‘Are you listening to me, girl?’ she asks.

			I turn around to face my cantankerous mother – the latest addition to our household, since her physical frailty had rendered her living independently nigh on impossible. There were only so many hospital visits and carers’ bills I could endure as a widowed lone parent with a full-time job. Now, sharing a roof with her for the first time in twenty-four years, my mother has built-in care, and Zak sees far more of his grandmother, but I seem to have replaced the cost of Carol the carer with the cost of feeding my mother – a net gain of only about £14 a week. I have also lost a dining room, she has lost her independence, and we have both gained a new world of friction and intergenerational stress. Plus, my Chanel red nail varnish has gone missing, and I know Zak is the least likely culprit.

			‘Yes. No. I mean, I’m sorry. I’ve just got a lot on my mind.’ I turn around to face her, wondering how much of the truth to reveal. ‘Things with the golf club are just …’

			‘No such thing as a free lunch,’ she says. She picks up Dave’s World’s Best Dad mug and slurps her tea.

			My gut tightens when I notice the mug. ‘Didn’t I tell you not to use that?’

			She looks down at the mug. ‘Why the fuck not?’

			‘Mum! What if you dropped it by accident and it smashed?’

			‘Don’t talk crap. It’s just a mug.’ She slams it down on to the kitchen table, as if to prove her point. ‘It’s not going to bring him back from the dead ten years on, is it? You used it at work, anyway! I bet all and sundry was using it then.’

			‘No. They weren’t. We had a code.’

			My mother raises an eyebrow and looks mischievously into her mug. ‘Maybe you shouldn’t have given up your job, then. I’d still have my own flat and that smelly cow, Carol, would still be coming in to help me get washed and dressed in the morning.’ She takes a swig of tea, gasps and holds the cup out towards me. ‘Here you are. Have your poxy mug back.’

			‘You’re being mean about Carol. She was very patient and kind.’ I take the mug from her and hold it over my heart.

			‘She stank of onions and her clothes smelled of shed. But I still preferred her and my own place to camping out in your dining room like I’m a frigging sofa-surfing homeless person.’

			‘Mum!’ Living with us hasn’t made my mother any less obtuse, I reflect. I am holding the chopping knife in my hand and realise it looks like a threat. I set it down on the chopping board and turn back to her. ‘Look, even if I hadn’t jacked in my job to start this flower farm –’

			‘Which is clearly going great guns.’ Her words drip with sarcasm.

			I ignore her barb. ‘Even if I wasn’t short on cash, you couldn’t have stayed in that flat, falling over every five minutes. You’ve been in much better shape since you’ve been around people, and you’re safer here, where me and Zak can keep an eye on you. Even your emphysema seems a bit better.’

			She tuts and rolls her eyes. ‘It doesn’t go away, you silly moo.’

			‘Look. Just be happy with what you’ve got and read your quiz magazine. Dinner won’t be long.’ I turn back to chopping, thinking about the enormous risk Mike and I took when we both gave up work to become full-time horticulturalists. We knew, of course, that businesses are supposed to lose money in their first year, break even in their second, and if they’re very lucky, turn a modest profit in their third year. But had the two of us not committed to working full-time as flower farmers from the outset, Dotty G’s and our personal dreams of flower-farming the Chequered Lawns land would never be realised. And let’s face it, Mike and I are both desperate for a fresh professional start and autonomy, even if we need to live for a few months on what’s left of our savings and Barty’s start-up money (assuming there’s anything left after we’ve hired equipment and bought stock). Spring orders won’t come in from florists until next year.

			My mother sighs pointedly. ‘So, what exactly is the matter with this golf club, then? I thought you lot got the keys today. I thought today was the day you start to make your millions as an entrepreneur.’ Her tone is obviously mocking. She’s already told me she thinks I’m on a fool’s errand because I’m ‘too beta’ to be a self-made woman.

			I shake my head. ‘I’m never going to make millions, Mum. I never said that. It’s got to be run as a not-for-profit. That was in Dotty Gloucester’s will. I’ll be happy just to earn a respectable wage we can all live on, doing something enjoyable and worthwhile, and where I’ve not got some point-scoring idiot with bad breath like my old boss breathing down my neck all day.’

			She raises her eyebrows. ‘So why you got a face like a smacked arse?’

			‘I haven’t at all. Big picture: it’s all going well enough. It’s just the CEO of the club. It’s a grand title for what he actually does, but he used to work under Dotty Gloucester, who was Chair and owner. Now we’ve inherited him. It’s only temporary, until the golf club’s shut, but he’s doing his best to make trouble in the meantime. Likely doesn’t want to be out of a job, or maybe he thinks we’re a pushover and can be bullied into walking away and magically gifting him the land. Nothing a solicitor’s letter and a change of locks won’t fix.’

			‘Sounds expensive. You were earning well at that insurance company. Director, weren’t you? Shouldn’t have given it up so fast, should you?’

			‘I was a senior manager.’ I briefly experience a pang of the misery I used to feel every morning, when I switched on my PC to start a new day of eavesdropping on telesales staff and preparing reports on soulless transactions that almost always benefited the company and not the customer. ‘I might miss a regular pay cheque, but believe me, there’s nothing about the work itself I miss. Fifteen years of selling my soul. Anyway, this golf club thing will sort itself out.’

			I’m about to explain the nature of Orville Bollard’s threat and that we’ve
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