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THE YOUNG WOMAN in a grey hat and travelling coat placed her portmanteau on the bench, and sat next to it. At her wrist was a white Cattleya orchid, attached to an ivory ribbon. As she had done the past three mornings, she remained seated, still as though posing for a photograph, her pale hands in her lap, waiting. The trains came and went, steam billowing past her.

She stayed until the last train had gone, then stood up, retrieved her case and returned to the Station Hotel. No food or drink passed her lips the whole time. 

The breeze was bitterly cold, and a thin sheet of grey ice skimmed the puddles. It was ten o’clock and the Glasgow train had just pulled out, leaving the platforms cold and empty. Strands of smoke drifted across the tracks. The young woman stirred, and saw a hand rub the condensation off the window of the station master’s office. No doubt they were taking turns to stare, she thought, fixing her gaze on a pigeon limping on the other side of the line.

Her feet felt numb, and she squeezed her toes, trying to get the blood circulating. It didn’t do any good. She ached all over. The office door opened and two porters shuffled past, barely disguising their curiosity. ‘Jilted,’ she heard one whisper. ‘I suppose,’ said the other, ‘or maybe she’s just interested in the railways.’

‘How many daughters have you got, Tom Mackay?’ said the first.

‘Good point,’ came the reply. He clamped his lips over his pipe, and they headed off to the lost luggage. A flurry of chill wind cast about the station looking for a victim. Then the world seemed to liquefy and she toppled sideways onto the bench. She did try to sit up, but her body seemed unnaturally heavy. Through half-closed eyes she caught a glimpse of figures running towards her, both in porters’ uniforms. 

‘Quick, the lassie’s been taken ill!’ said the first.

‘Is it the cholera?’ asked the other.

Smart steps approached. ‘I do hope not,’ said a deeper voice. A man approached, and consulted his fob watch. ‘The 10.15 from Carlisle is due shortly.’

Although she opened her mouth, no words materialised. A cool hand felt her pulse, then everything went grey, as if blotted out by a thick fog.

She must have slept, but she had no idea for how long. Her eyelids fluttered open and she found herself in a whitewashed room with a black and white floor. Someone was tapping quietly at the door.

Her lips seemed stiff, but she managed to say ‘come in’. She struggled to sit up. A middle-aged woman in a white skirt and blouse came in and laid a hand on her forehead. ‘Good,’ she said in a soft Scottish voice. ‘Fever’s broken. You’ll be wanting something to eat. And, may I ask, what is your name? We didn’t know what to put in the register.’

‘Flora. Miss Flora McPhairson.’ Of course, her name would never be anything but that now. Tears flooded her eyes and she turned to face the wall.

‘Well, Miss McPhairson,’ said the nurse. ‘You’ve had pneumonia, but you’ll be all right, in time. Three days in the cold without food and water – that’ll do it. And you already poorly. Pneumonia’s a killer. You’re a lucky young woman. The orderly will be round soon with something hot.’

Flora could think of nothing to say. Lucky? A faint image of Frederick’s handsome smiling face filled her mind. Lucky? Why hadn’t he come? He’d promised, she thought, wondering when she’d first realised he had no intention of joining her in Gretna Green. It was a romantic fantasy, like one the floral creations she made for other people’s weddings. Frothily beautiful, but false, barely lasting a day. 

Perhaps they should have waited until she was 21. After all, she’d insisted. It was only a few months off. But no. Frederick loved the idea of eloping. ‘We shall wed in dashing secrecy,’ he’d said, ‘then sponge off Mummy’s relatives in Argyll. That’ll give Papa time to come round. He’ll get me a job with the firm, and we’ll be fixed.’

Fool that she was, she’d believed him. She’d cashed in her savings, packed up her belongings, bought the train ticket (one way) and caught the train to Gretna Green. But Frederick never arrived. And now she was convalescing in a cottage hospital just north of the border. She’d even given up her job to be there. It was only a humble position, but it was secure, and the money wasn’t too bad. 

What was she going to do now? She’d never get her position back. She was disgraced. Almost all her money had gone on getting her wedding ensemble, then paying for the room. All she had left was an engagement ring. Frederick was going to bring the wedding ring with him. She let out a sob, and tried to sit up again, but there was a terrible pain in her abdomen. What had the nurse said about her being already poorly? As she lay back, she realised there were half a dozen other beds in rows, all with women of different ages, most lying back, staring at the ceiling with dull eyes.

The orderly rattled in, and left a cup of tea on a small stool next to the bed. ‘Start with just a sip, dear,’ she said, and bustled off to the next bed.

Flora dropped back against the pillow, biting her lip.

‘Hello,’ said the woman from the next bed, her voice rough with experience. ‘My name’s Annie. Who are you?’

Flora turned to see a middle-aged woman with unnaturally red hair, brown at the roots. She didn’t reply.

‘Aw, come on. Up you get. Like this.’ The woman swung her legs out of her bed and tottered over. In the baggy nightgown, she was a shapeless, bundle, but the smile seemed genuine. Flora allowed herself to be eased upright. ‘It’ll hurt for a wee while, but you’ll be fine. Young lady like you.’

‘What’s wrong with me? I didn’t think pneumonia was like this.’

Annie stopped and studied her face. ‘Nobody told you?’

‘What? What haven’t they told me?’ Flora wondered how things could be any worse. She saw that the cuffs of her nightgown were clean but frayed, and for the first time, felt a twinge of fear.

Annie took her hand and patted it. ‘I don’t suppose they’d mind me saying, otherwise you wouldn’t be in this ward. You lost your baby,’ she said in a quiet voice. ‘But it was only early on. You might have another one day. All being well. Wish I could say the same thing.’

Flora closed her eyes, but the tears kept flowing. ‘I didn’t realise,’ she managed after a while. ‘We only ... went away once. To Southport. We stayed at the Clifton.’ Velvet curtains and silk bedspreads, she remembered. The sheets were cold.

‘Aye, well. That’s all it takes. Anyway, no-one else has to know,’ said Annie, and gave Flora a tumbler of water. ‘It’s not the first time a young lady’s ended up here in trouble. Won’t be the last.’

Flora took a sip and coughed, then winced.

‘Hold the pillow over your middle if you need to cough. It eases the pain. Now me? I’ve been in and out of here for years.’

‘How many children do you have?’ Flora thought it polite to ask.

‘Living? Just the two. Dead? Including this latest? Too many to count.’ Annie gave Flora the cup of tea and perched on the stool.

‘You’re very kind,’ Flora said, after a moment.

‘Aw, rubbish,’ said Annie. ‘Remember, dear. All men are bastards. Especially the handsome ones.’

Flora put the pillow back behind her. ‘My father wasn’t. He was a good man.’ She fingered the silver locket at her neck.

‘And where’s he now?’ said Annie darkly. ‘Deid, I suppose. Men. Tchah. They never pay the price, do they? Most of them anyway. Like butterflies, flitting from flower to flower.’

Flora smiled. 

‘What’s so funny?’

‘My name’s Flora. And I’ve been working as a florist in Manchester.’

‘La-di-dah. Very fancy.’

‘Oh, it’s just a small place off St Anne’s Square.’

‘Nice work if you can get it.’

‘I’m not that good. It’s just that I knew some of the Latin names of the flowers. Mrs Laycock, the manageress, is a dreadful snob. What about you? What do you do?’

The woman snorted. ‘I work in a kind of ... hotel nearby.’

Flora paused. ‘It’s not really a hotel, is it?’

Annie sighed. ‘No. I was just being polite.’ She patted Flora’s hand. ‘Now, then. Have you got any money? They run this place as a charity, but they’ll be asking sure enough. I do the laundry every time I end up here.’

‘Oh, dear,’ said Flora, spirits sinking further. ‘I do believe I’ve spent it all.’

Annie pointed to the engagement ring. ‘Pawn that, and you’ll have enough to get out of here. You have to think about getting back on your feet soon as you can.’

Flora looked at the small stone on the gold band, then twisted it off. ‘I will, but I’ll have to think about where to go.’

‘Finding the young man’s out of the question?’

‘Yes.’

‘Any friends nearby?’

‘No.’

‘Relatives? The understanding sort?’

Flora pondered. Her parents had died when she was a girl, and she’d been parcelled off to boarding school. ‘I suppose there’s my uncle, John Telfer McPhairson.’

‘A good Scottish name, that. And where does he abide?’

‘Warwickshire,’ said Flora. ‘He’s a bachelor, so it might be ... awkward.’

‘Then don’t tell him everything,’ said Annie promptly. ‘Or at least not right away. “What the eye doesnae see, the heart doesnae grieve over.”’

‘You are a practical soul, Annie,’ said Flora with a faint smile.

‘Ach, some says I’m hard, but life is tough. You have to survive. Remember that. Get by. I’m still here, and that’s against the odds, I can tell you.’ The words were stern, but Annie’s head was cocked, eyes watchful. ‘And while I think on’t. They’ve been giving you laudanum. Better watch out for it. It dulls the pain, but it’s the very devil.’

‘You mean ...’

‘You’ll just want more and more. And then you’ll end up worse than where you started. I’m just saying. I’ve seen some bad things, but that’s the worst. The ruin of many a young life.’

Flora took another sip of the tepid tea and glanced outside. Sodden clouds dripped rain on to damp soil. A flock of hopeful peewits circled a likely field. She turned to Annie. ‘All right.’ Survival it is, she thought to herself.

Annie nodded, satisfied. ‘I’ll away and fetch you pen and paper.’
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FLORA PICKED out the last sixpence from her purse. ‘How much to Stoneleigh Wootton, driver?’ 

The cabbie eyed the coin through red-rimmed lids. He chewed on some black tobacco then spat into the gutter. ‘Shilling.’

‘Then take me to the outskirts of Kenilworth,’ she said, ‘and I shall walk the rest.’

He grimaced, revealing straggly yellowed teeth, but pocketed the coin readily enough. ‘Bit young to be out on your own.’ She was about to protest that she was nearly 21, not that it was any of his business, but held her tongue.

She gestured towards her suitcase into the trap. ‘If you don’t mind,’ she said. He scowled and lobbed it in the trap. It didn’t weigh much, which was a mercy, she supposed, given that she was supposed to avoid carrying heavy things. As soon as she’d climbed in, the horse trotted down a muddy lane that wound its way past sprawling farms. March winds blasted through the bare hedgerows and she pinched the collar of her coat together under her chin.

It was bleak, colder than Dumfriesshire, and getting dark.

The trap reached a muddy cross-roads and slewed to a halt. ‘That’s your sixpenny-worth,’ said the driver.

She nodded, then got out, waiting pointedly until he’d dropped her bag at her feet. She stepped round a lamp-lighter on his rounds holding up his spirit torch on a long pole. The gas fizzed and flared, throwing pools of sludgy-coloured light on to the pavement.

It would only take quarter of an hour to walk the rest of the way to her uncle’s house, and then she would have to tell him everything. Well, not quite, she thought, recalling Annie’s words from the hospital.

Swapping her case from one hand to the other every so often, she trudged along the path in the growing dusk. She missed her bicycle and her stomach cramped. What would her uncle have in for supper? She knew there was a housekeeper, but she didn’t live in. Cold beef sandwiches, perhaps.

It was getting dark and fog was collecting in the hollows. Her footsteps echoed down the murky lane, emphasising her solitude. She hesitated and peered into the gloom. Something loomed from a trimmed yew tree hedge. Her heart skipped when she made out the lettering on the familiar green hand-painted sign to ‘McPhairson’s Nurseries: a Veritable Kingdom of Orchids!’. She hadn’t been back in ages – not since she left school almost four years ago.

As she pressed on, she stumbled in a pothole. She stopped, set down her case and rubbed her ankle. The sound of footsteps echoed behind. She paused. She hadn’t thought anyone else would be out and about at this time and on such a chilly evening.

Her pulse quickened. The noise was getting louder. Hobnailed boots, to judge by the clatter. More than one pair, and there was something else ... a strange clicking ... She’d been so wrapped in her thoughts, she hadn’t realised someone else was there. Then two dark figures, one tall and lanky, the other stockier, emerged round a bend, accompanied by a shadowy form low to the ground. Fog churned around them as they walked.

Just two workmen and a dog taking an early evening walk to the public house, she told herself, and set off again. In the distance, a fox yipped. An image of the yellow-toothed cabbie loomed in her mind, and she shivered. Something rustled in the undergrowth. She halted, then kept on.

Younger girls at Mrs Laycock’s shop had whispered about girls being whisked off the streets, bundled into carriages and never seen again. She’d always laughed at them, but tonight, she gripped her case anxiously. Everything would be all right when she got to her uncle’s. Her throat was dry, and she licked her lips. Behind her, the men’s boots pounded. She risked another glance. Both were hunched into their collars, not speaking.

She carried on, consoling herself by picturing the tweedy figure of her uncle in his study, pen in hand, settling in for a night of botanical scribbling notes about orchids. She couldn’t quite recall his face, but she could almost smell the cigar and see the glow of the quaint lantern he’d brought back from his orchid-hunting expeditions as a young man. 

Abruptly, the men turned off and she relaxed. There had been no danger at all – it was all just her imagination. A minute later, she recognised the gate of her uncle’s house, although the familiar gables and angular roof and cluster of chimneypots were engulfed in fog. Her arms ached with the weight of her case and her palms were developing painful blisters. She creaked open the gate and headed up the path to the front door. 

Squaring her shoulders, she rapped firmly. No reply. 

Her stomach knotted as she waited. It had never crossed her mind that her uncle might be out. She’d written saying she would there in a few days, so perhaps he’d just gone out, and got held up. When would he be back?

It was all too quiet. Then she realised what was amiss. She couldn’t hear the noise of Walter barking. He was really Joshua’s dog, but her uncle had taken him while he was off on his adventures.

The fog seemed to seep into her clothes and she coughed. She fiddled with her silver locket. Maybe there was a spare key, she thought, hoping it would be under the mat.

Was there any sensible alternative? Her purse was now empty, so there was no chance of a room at the station hotel. Anyway, she certainly didn’t feel like retracing her steps on such a foggy night. She was already chilled to the bone. What she really needed was somewhere warm and dry. She looked around and smiled as an idea popped into her head.

Of course! She’d find a hothouse – all the warm pipes would make it quite cosy and dry. She’d stay overnight, and try again at the house in the morning when the housekeeper could let her in. Decision made, Flora turned back and took the shortcut through the hedge to the nursery. 

She made her way down a flagged path, guided by the light of a solitary lamp. Wasn’t there a lamp right at the centre of the nursery? Row after row of greenhouses hunched left and right. It would be easy to get lost in this strange botanical maze. She caught sight of larger conservatory, its shiny surfaces brooding like a giant ink-black sapphire. She tried the door. Open! Quickly, she slipped inside. The air was warm, while the foliage, glinting in the light of the outside lamp, was cool on her skin. She wiped her brow. Her skin felt hot and clammy, as though it belonged to someone else. She was just exhausted, she decided. Better tomorrow. Using the suitcase as a pillow, she lay down, curled up on some moss, and draped her coat over her shoulders. Only for one night, she thought.

This particular glasshouse had always been Joshua’s favourite place. He said it was like a strange foreign country just waiting to be explored ... ‘I’m going to be an orchid hunter when I’m grown up and go to the deepest, darkest jungles,’ he used to say. 

‘I’m coming too!’ she always said. 

‘Girls don’t go exploring and have adventures,’ he’d replied. ‘I’ll get so rich I’ll buy a whole island and grow them all there. You could visit, when you’re old enough.’ Joshua always had big ideas, even from when he was a boy. Her uncle had taken him on as a junior apprentice when Joshua had been left an orphan.

Flora rolled on to her back. Overhead, a twisted creeper, thick as rope, trailed between a canopy of palm tree fronds, dripping silvery moss. All around, dark explosions of green plants burst from the ground. Leaves fringed a large pool, lined in purple slate. Above it, water cascaded from a high waterfall, and she could hear the cool spray sprinkling nearby leaves. 

Joshua. His botanical expedition would have to end eventually, and then he’d pack up his discoveries in glass cases and sail home. Should she change her mind? Accept him as a husband? Everyone said they’d been childhood sweethearts. Actually, that had meant her racing after him during the holidays she’d spent in Warwickshire, trying to keep up with him. Climbing trees, wading in the river, scrambling over the walls of Geoffrey’s Cliffe manor and playing ghosts in the hermitage.

As she lay there, she wondered what he was doing now. After she’d turned down his offer of marriage, he’d just stormed off on another expedition to find some lost orchid or other. He’d promised to write, but she’d only received one letter. It rustled in her pocket. She could remember every word: 

“Mazbouria, late winter 1884. 

“I was at the summit of the northern range of border mountains when the storm hit. Dazzled by sheet lightning, I stumbled, and lost my third pith helmet in as many months down the precipitous slope. Dangling over the scree amid bellowing thunder, I happened on a tough-rooted specimen of Microbiota nevis, and seized it, thus stopping my descent.

“Thankful for my sturdy boots, purchased from Penstemons Finest Footwear in Royal Leamington Spa, I wedged the toe into a crevice while I checked my plant collector’s satchel. With much relief, I discovered my map and journal were still present, unlike the guide, who had vanished. (I have been unlucky with guides on this expedition. Two weeks ago, my first man collapsed and slid off his donkey with an obscure digestive ailment. The guide, not the donkey.’






Flora smiled to herself as she always did at that point.

“I pushed on alone, but then the wretched donkey had a fit and expired. I refrained from following its example and buried the beast under a pile of loose boulders, with a few lines of ‘Bessy, the Sailor’s Bride’, which was the only verse I could recall in my consternation. I then carried on to the summit on foot where I found a truly remarkable Cattleya in bloom, such as I had only ever read about. It was an orchid with such large petals it recalled a flag upon a pole. It had a mystic quality that suggested a great past, or a marvellous future ...”

Something landed on her hair and made her start, but it was only a moth that flittered away. A door swung open, then banged shut, while another at the opposite of the greenhouse did the same. Heart racing, she sat bolt upright. Was someone trying to get in? Or rather two people at once? It went quiet. Just the wind, she told herself, when it happened again. And again. She pulled her hat down over her ears. Wretched draughts.

She turned over, trying to get comfortable. Worries prodded her mind, mixed in with blurry memories of the past that surged in her brain like the fog outside. Childhood games of hide and seek in McPhairson’s shimmering glasshouses, hungry nights at her old boarding school, long days on her feet in the florist’s, hacking through the jungle in a distant land in search of exotic plants with Joshua at her side  ... Frederick taking her arm and strolling through the park on a crisp winter afternoon ...

She dragged her coat over her head, to blot out the images, as she lay there alone while listening to the warm water trickling through the pipes, keeping the early spring frost at bay.
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A DISTANT church bell chimed an early hour, and she stirred, huddling into her clothes. Next to her makeshift bed clustered spikes of velvety orchids, some dainty white stars, others blood red, with long petals like ghostly fingers beckoning the dead. Flora stared at the waxy petals, trying to remember where she was. The greenhouse, of course. She must have fallen asleep. 

A ferocious growling erupted a few yards away, and she nearly screamed. Hobnailed boots stamped up to the greenhouse wall, accompanied by snuffling noises. Flora scrambled up, seizing her coat. Could it just be the apprentices arriving? She knew they started early. It would be mortifying to be discovered sleeping on the ground. She stuffed her belongings under a fern, then pressed herself behind a palm tree trunk. Odd, she thought, rubbing her icy skin. It was much colder than last night. Maybe the heating was switched off at dawn. A few feet away, the growling sounded again.

‘What’s that?’ a voice hissed. 

‘Fleabane’s heard summat.’ There was the sound of choking and scrabbling. ‘Good guard dog, he is.’ 

‘What? What’s he heard?’ The accent was heavy and glottal. 

‘Dunno. Rats, probably.’ The second voice was deeper, probably that of an older man. The footsteps moved off, crunching on the gravel. 

She swallowed hard. The apprentices wouldn’t be allowed to bring their dog to work. The head gardener was far too strict. They weren’t even allowed to hum on duty.

‘Anyways, that’s the boiler room done.’

‘Right. What now?’

‘I’m off to find that special greenhouse. Wait here. Know what to do?’

‘Keep an eye,’ said the other. ‘And don’t let anyone see us.’

‘Shout if you see owt. Then that’s it. You go back home and disappear, and I’ll report back to the boss.’

‘After you give us the cash.’

‘Yeah, yeah.’ 

Flora thoughts span. What was going on? She tiptoed to the exit for a better view. Crouching low, ignoring the ache in her lower abdomen, she squinted through the glazed top half of the hothouse door. Through the swirling early morning mist, she picked out a stocky figure in a rough cap and jacket standing on the path next to a tall young man rummaging in his pockets. Both men had tugged up their collars, so she couldn’t see their faces. At their knees, a white pit bull waggled its pudding basin head as it waddled round in circles, wheezing, and straining at its lead, which the owner held tight. They were the two workmen from the lane last night. No doubt about it.

There was a glint of metal. A cosh? Just as well they hadn’t spotted her.

Her thoughts whirled. What were they up to at this time of morning – and armed? And where were they from? Their accents weren’t the soft local burr. From up north, she guessed. Not Manchester, though. She’d recognise those flattened vowels anywhere now.

The men separated, the younger one loping in the opposite direction. Flora shivered, sensing something menacing in the way his gaze kept shifting left and right. He disappeared into the gloom. At first, the dog owner waited, casting a wary eye about him. He coughed stickily then began to skirt the main greenhouse with a heavy tread, dragging the animal alongside and cursing.

She had to know what they were doing, and the only way was to follow him, and maybe even stop him from causing any trouble. Holding her breath, she eased open the door to get a better view, but the metal hinges shrieked. The dog owner twisted around, glaring into the darkness. 

Flora dropped low and scrambled behind an evergreen clematis on a trellis. Her heart seemed to explode as she heard the man stump up to the greenhouse. The door squeaked again and he stepped inside. Through the diamond-shaped gaps in the foliage, she saw him pace along the line of tall shrubs and trees. With the dog snuffling at his heels, he hurried down the column of palm trunks. In between, brightly coloured petals of azaleas and other early spring flowers glowed in the soft light. The dog’s claws scuffed up the bark fragments on the path as it huffed along.

In her hiding place, crushed flowers of the clematis filled the air with their apple scent. It was so heady that Flora worried it would give her away and lead him straight to her, but she bent low, invisible behind the dark, oval leaves.

‘Hmph,’ he snorted, heading back outside and ramming the door shut.

Flora took in a deep breath. A few seconds later, she edged away from her hiding place and opened the door in tiny movements coinciding with his receding steps. As he moved away, she crept outside and made for the cover of a dense shrubbery. Slipping between the specimens, she followed him as closely as she dared, as he marched along, yanking the dog every so often, making it choke on its collar. 

Suddenly, he stopped, turned and stared back into the shrubbery, the dark eyes flicking this way and that, until they slowly slid into focus upon her face. She couldn’t move, and tasted bile at the back of her throat as she fought the urge to be sick.

The man bent down and started to unhitch the dog’s lead. ‘Oi! You! Fleabane! Fetch!’ Snarling and slavering, the dog pelted towards her, lead flying loose, spittle spraying over its chest and shoulders. 

‘Jimmy! Trouble!’ he shouted and began to lope after his dog. Flora halted, her mouth half-opened in a silent scream. Then, she forced her legs to move and she ran, but her clothes snagged on some thorns. The dog threw itself at her but its lead got tangled, and it too was caught. Barking in a frenzy, its front legs bounced off the ground as it bucked and strained, howling as the needles pricked its flanks. 

Face twisting in rage, the man barged towards Flora. She heard his rough jacket ripping as strong fingers gripped her arm. ‘Well, well. What have we here?’ He tugged her out on to the path and eyed her up and down. ‘Didn’t they tell you it’s dangerous to be out on your own, petal?’ 

‘Let me go, you brute!’ She jerked away, but he held tight. The dog was so close she could smell its foul breath. Or was it the man’s? She stamped on the man’s foot. As he staggered, she shook him off and sprinted away, swallowing the bile in her mouth.

‘Christ, that bloody hurt!’ he screamed. ‘Go, boy! Get!’ Hopping on one leg, he started to free the snarled-up lead. 

Flora raced down a path. The wrought iron arches of a long, low greenhouse loomed in front. She flew towards it, and started to push at the glass panels and metal struts, trying to find a way in. As the man got nearer, she finally found a door, but it had no handle. What kind of greenhouse was this? How did one get in?

Smash the glass, she thought. As she hunted around for something heavy, the man shouted in triumph as he freed the lead. Her foot caught a root and she crashed to the ground, winded. The dog bound towards her, and she heard the snap of its teeth at her feet. Flora kicked out hard, but it sank its fangs into the heel of her boot.

Dragging in air, she lay there on the path, as the man loomed near. He reached inside his jacket and produced a metal cudgel. ‘Gotcha, you little snitch,’ he said, raising the weapon in his meaty fist. 

‘Don’t you dare!’ She twisted sideways, but he swiped at her and a piercing pain exploded across her brow. Something wet and sticky ran down her cheek. He lifted the cosh again, but she rolled the other away as he lunged, and he accidentally hit the dog himself. It  howled indignantly, tumbling over and over until it landed on its back in a panting heap, wriggling like a giant white beetle.  

‘Now look what you made me do! I’ll get you for that! Fleabane? You all right? Speak to me, Fleabane! Fleabane?’ He crouched over the dog. Flora rolled into a dark shrubbery.

‘What the bloody hell is going on?’ It was the younger man, the one he’d called Jimmy. He broke into a gangly run. ‘Eh?’ Jimmy pushed the older man’s chest.

‘Up you get, Fleabane,’ coaxed the other man, ignoring him. ‘You all right? Get up, you big daft thing. That’s a good boy.’

‘Hey, are you listening? You’re supposed to be keeping watch with your guard dog, not causing a blinking riot!’

‘Not my fault. There’s someone in there. A lass. Think she’s seen us.’

‘What’s a girl ruddy well doing here?’

‘Just some maid up the duff and run away, probly. Posh voice. Not even wearing a coat! Real wildcat, though. Look what she did!’

‘I don’t give a tinker’s cuss. The deal was to do the job, not get seen, and not get caught.’ The voice was livid, threatening. ‘We need to find her, and deal with her, right?’

‘If you say so, mate. But it’s only a girl. Who’s going to believe her?’

Gulping for breath, Flora struggled to her feet, her windpipe feeling as though it had been ripped in two. She was so unsteady, she couldn’t outrun them for long – in fact, she already had a stitch in one side. She would have to hide, and hope for the best.

Blinking away the blood pouring down her face, she staggered off back to the main greenhouse. Jimmy shouted and was soon at her heels, followed by his mate, with the dog. Flinging open the door, Flora pelted inside. She waded into a deep border, and curled herself up into a ball. Angry voices rose outside. Peeping through some ferns, she saw the pale smudge of the younger man’s face like a moon glimmering behind the clouds. Then their boots pounded past, inches away, followed by the skittering of the dog’s claws. But then the animal stopped, inches away, and sniffed. She threw a handful of mulch at it, and it backed away, snorting.

‘Fleabane! C’mon!’ The dog flipped its pink tongue over its nose, blinked short-sightedly and tottered off.  

Flora hunkered even lower, thankful that they she’d hidden her clothes and suitcase earlier. The two men moved away, then went back outside, still arguing.

Everything went quiet, apart from the plash of the waterfall. Flora waited, willing the pain in her forehead to stop. She listened hard – no footsteps, no voices. The men seemed to have gone. She probed the wound, and found it full of filthy splinters which she started to pick out. She must get it clean. She straightened up, but reeled and toppled towards a low-slung bough. Her forehead ploughed into the wood and she dropped to the ground.
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HOT SKIN. Cold feet. Noise pummelling her brain. Silence ringing in her ears.

Flora drifted, half awake, half asleep, in a floating world. What time was it? She must be asleep, she thought. But it was daylight. Her mind drifted, and disjointed visions of herself as a child continued to wind through her head. If she was in bed, why was it so prickly? Why couldn’t she get up?

She dozed, washed to and fro between wakefulness and sleep like a scrap of seaweed caught on a wave. Shadows drifted across the floor, and shrank as the sun rose.

There was a creak, footsteps, the murmur of voices. Fresh air wafted across her face, and her skin erupted in goose pimples. Perhaps the covers had fallen off ...

‘Welcome to McPhairson’s Nurseries!’ a voice boomed. ‘Our main showroom, ladies and gentlemen,’ the voice went on. ‘I know some of you have travelled a long way to be here today, so take your time. Please stick to the paths. Try not to get too close to the displays for the flowers are very fragile. Ashtrays are provided for your cigars, gentlemen. Now, follow the parasol!’ 

Of, course! She knew that honeyed tone. It was the nursery manager, Mr Albert Wintergreen, conducting a tour of customers round the displays – and hopefully sell some of the exotic plants. 

She tried to call for help, but her voice had gone. ‘Mr Wintergreen,’ she imagined herself calling, but no words came. She pictured him, with his jolly face, dark bright eyes, silk waistcoat and pin-striped suit. Again she tried, but the ache in her head seemed to get worse, gripping her temples in a vice.

‘Marvel at the colours of this particular Dendrobium,’ continued the familiar voice. ‘It is one of many discovered by Mr Joshua Speedwell, protégé of the illustrious veteran plant collector Mr John Telfer McPhairson himself. This most remarkable young man has often crawled literally on his hands and knees through hostile environments at the furthest corners of the Empire in search of  rare and wondrous orchids for your delectation.’

She heard the party shuffle forward. ‘Help,’ she managed to croak, but the swish of petticoats and the sound of footsteps on the stone flags drowned her out.

‘Here is a display of all our famous hybrids, created by Mr McPhairson over the past two decades. He is the only successful orchid cross-breeder in Britain, ladies and gentlemen. No, more than that! He is the only successful orchid hybridiser in the world! No-one else can cross-breed orchids. And here at McPhairson’s you can see nearly three dozen new man-made species!’

A man spoke in a pleasant, deep voice. ‘What about the forthcoming Grand Flowering?’

‘Aha! I’m so glad, you asked, Mr Carter. This,’ said Mr Wintergreen, wafting an unctuous hand, ‘is a gentleman of the press, no doubt here to cover the most momentous occasion in the history of our nursery! For Mr McPhairson’s newest and most exotic hybrid orchid has produced buds!’

‘Ooh,’ cooed the visitors.

‘Yes. We are planning a party when it flowers.’

‘When will that be?’ said the journalist.

‘Ah, Mr Carter. If only we knew! It shall be when the orchid so chooses, for they are creatures of mystery and allure. A few weeks, perhaps? I am running a competition. Anyone who makes a purchase today can put their name into the hat for a VIP invitation. There will be cake!’

There were interested murmurings.

‘Madam! Please stand back,’ Mr Wintergreen exclaimed swiftly, pouncing on a visitor. He was so close Flora could smell the violet waft of his scented hair oil. ‘Refrain from touching that specimen, thank you. It is the third most poisonous in South America, and the merest touch of its leaf can induce heart failure and death. It can also produce a rash known to drive grown men to self-mutilation.’

‘No!’ gasped someone in delight.

‘Yes. Moving on. This way, please!’ continued the guide. ‘And do step round the potted Streptocarpus Biflorus.’

Flora tried to move again, but her whole body hurt, and she couldn’t move at all. She tried to turn her head, but her neck was numb. What was wrong with her? She didn’t feel well at all. Her teeth were chattering, and yet she was drenched in perspiration. She tried to steady her breathing. She’d just rest for a moment and then call Mr Albert and everything would be all right.

Even though she lay still, her body seemed to rock, as though the floor was trying to become the ceiling, and the roof was swooping down to the ground. Gem-coloured lights fizzed and flared like fireworks in a black fog. The fragrances of the flowers seemed to press down on her brow, pushing her down into a deep, enchanted sleep ... 

She heard a door bang. The clop of feet. ‘Albert?’ shouted a different voice, deeper and more clipped. 

‘Mac? Whatever is the matter?’

‘I’ll tell you what’s the matter, Albert. I go away to Oxford Botanic Garden for a few days and everything’s gone to pieces! Where’s the head gardener? And, who, may I ask, is supposed to be on boiler duty? Damned pipes are colder than the waters in Leith docks! What the blazes is going on? Pardon my language, madam.’

The brusque tone stirred her senses and some faint memories began to stir inside her brain. Of course! She recognised that voice with its distinctive accent. 

She forced herself and to sit up. Why did her head hurt so much? She grabbed on to the shaggy surface of a palm tree trunk and hauled herself upright. Something dripped into her eye. She dragged her hand to her face, but her fingers came away sticky. Blood! Her blood. She let out a cry, and started to crawl on her hands and knees towards the tour group, but collapsed on her stomach just short of the path, her hand reaching outwards on to the stone flags.

A woman screamed. Men shouted. 

‘Gracious. Has one of our lady visitors succumbed to the perishing cold? I can’t see. Let me through, sir,’ the newcomer continued. There was a swish as the leaves over her were drawn back. ‘My, what a pallid limb.’ A warm, firm hand checked her pulse. ‘So, young lady. Are you hurt, my dear? Can you speak?’

She twisted over to face the dazzling light. Forcing one eyelid upwards, she glimpsed a blur of manly tweed, square jaw, grizzled hair, well-clipped moustache and pale blue eyes, wide open with concern. ‘Uncle?’

‘Flora?’ said the man, rocking back on his heels. ‘Strewth! It’s my niece! But what in the name of Rabbie Burns are you doing here?’
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‘THERE IS NO need for prevarication. I identified the postmark on the letter you sent. It arrived while I was away in Oxford.’

John Telfer McPhairson had ushered her into his private conservatory, a small, lean-to arrangement off his study. Flora shifted on the small cane chair and waited for the reprimand. The wrought iron details and earthy scent brought back memories of her childhood when she used to visit the house with her mother and father. 

‘Gretna Green! What were you thinking?’ Her uncle clenched his pipe between his teeth, and plunged his elbows into a tray of moss, before beginning to shred it into shaggy pieces. He’d already taken off his box-pleated Norfolk jacket and secured his shirtsleeve protectors. ‘That dreadful place only means one thing in my book. Disgrace.’ He turned to his rows of potted orchids with their flat, waxy leaves in various stages of flowering, and peered at a bundle of silvery-grey roots. ‘Are you disgraced?’

She picked at a loose piece of woven cane and ran her tongue over her lips. ‘I am sorry to have caused so much consternation,’ she began carefully. ‘May I explain what happened?’ she asked, thinking of Anna’s words.

Her uncle stopped short. ‘I suppose that’s fair. After all, I am all you have left. And in some ways, it was fortuitous that you came when you did. Apologies. I don’t mean it was fortuitous that you were injured. Not at all,’ he blustered. 

‘It is but a small cut on my forehead,’ said Flora. ‘I have had worse from a holly bush.’

‘I’m not too sure about that. Great Scot!’ he said, pacing up and down. ‘I’ve fought off a pack of ravening wolves with nought but my botanical knife before surviving a frozen lake on a moss-collecting expedition to northern Canada, so why should I find this interview so difficult?’

‘I am sorry, Uncle.’

He paused and took a deep breath. ‘What I meant to say was that if you had not inadvertently come across those scoundrels, who knows what they might have done? Bad enough that they vandalised the boiler. It’ll cost hundred of pounds to repair. But who knows what else they might have got up to?’ His eyes drifted outside. ‘Now, you were saying. Your explanation?’

‘You may not want to hear the details,’ she began, trying to make sure she didn’t sound too rehearsed, ‘but yes, I did accept a proposal of marriage, from an up-and-coming lawyer. As I was under 21, we decided to wed in Scotland, according to its law, but I succumbed to pneumonia.’ This much was true, although the order of events was vague.

‘I see.’ 

‘By the time I had recovered, he was long gone,’ she concluded, blushing at the evasion.

‘Rascal,’ he muttered.

‘I apologise for my poor judgement,’ said Flora, gritting her teeth and pressing on. ‘I do wish to ask you, though ...’

‘Mm? I must record today’s experiments. Never trust to memory. That’s what I told my former assistant Reggie Loosestrife – before he was lured away to work for that van Hujt fellow.’

‘What an odd name. Who’s he?’

‘Belgian fellow. Runs one of the other orchid houses. Has a new place in Solihull,’ muttered her uncle, pulling out a scrap of paper from his pocket. He started to jot down some phrases. ‘Now, where did I leave my journal? Ah, there it is.’ He picked up a large ledger with well-worn marbled patterns on the edges of the pages and tucked in the sheet.

‘Why don’t you write straight into the book?’ 

‘What? Oh, I prefer to sort out my ideas first,’ he said, snapping it shut. He patted the journal like it was a stout labrador. ‘It’s all here. All my travels. Hawaii, Central America, and so on. And, my hybridising notes all tucked away. People would kill for this knowledge,’ he said, more to himself. ‘Well, not literally.’

‘I can’t see why,’ said Flora, glancing at the cover, and noticing a bundle of letters stuffed into the back. The address was written in green ink. ‘They’d never be able to read your handwriting.’

Her uncle made a noise at the back of his throat. Did she detect a hint of mirth? It gave her the courage to press her point. ‘As I was saying, I did have something to ask, Uncle John.’

‘Oh, I can’t abide that name. Everyone calls me Mac.’

Flora hesitated. ‘Perhaps just “Uncle”?’ He gave a brusque nod. ‘I wondered if I might stay here for a short while? My health is still poor and ...’

As if summoned by guilt alone, a portly pasty-faced woman rapped at the glass door and stomped in, wiping her hands on a greasy apron. The hemline of her dark dress was edged with fraying ribbons. She looked to Flora like a hot air balloon that had snapped its tethers.

‘Yes, Mrs Bedstraw?’ inquired her uncle, in a cool voice.

The housekeeper fingered her tight bun. ‘A cold plate will have to do tonight, Mr McPhairson. Haven’t had time to shop, with all the extra bedding and what have you.’ She glared at Flora, then stamped out, her skirts swishing in irritation against the wainscoting. Flora pulled a face, then realised her uncle was scrutinising her over the top of wire-rimmed spectacles. The shrewd blue eyes did not seem angry. ‘I don’t think Mrs Bedstraw approves of you.’

‘Good,’ said Flora, before thinking better of it. She glimpsed the same hint of amusement in her uncle’s face. Was that a smile? It was gone in an instant. Time for the lecture, she thought, sensing his sidelong glance at the long cut and greenish-yellow bruise on her forehead before turning away quickly.

After a cough, Mac spoke again. ‘In fact, I was going to make you an offer.’

She glanced up. Was it her imagination, or did he look more stooped than she remembered him? And thinner? There was silver in his hair. He straightened up abruptly, as though their thoughts had collided. 

‘I thought you were your mother,’ he said, in a low voice, looking past her into the faint, spring sunlight, watching a robin fluttering in the birches. ‘When I found you lying on the ground in the conservatory. You have the same chin.’

Flora swallowed, not knowing what to say, thinking about the baby that she had lost. What would it have looked like? Boy or girl? She would always wonder.

He turned back to her. ‘The offer is this. I shall provide a roof over your head, and feed you, if you work here.’

‘In the house?’

‘The nurseries.’

‘And the nature of the work?’

‘Orchidaceae, woman! What did you think?’

‘I know many of the Latin names for orchids, and I am a dab hand at arrangements, if I may say so ...’

‘No! You misunderstand. Not cut flowers. Horrors! I mean, real living flowers. Learn how to grow the damned things, not kill them. I apologise for my language. I have lived alone for too long.’

Flora didn’t know what to say next. Her uncle’s gaze slid past her, out of the window for so long she felt uncomfortable. She pictured herself up to her knees in mud, digging. ‘I’m still not quite sure ...’

‘Let us see if I can explain.’ He walked over to a shelf and picked up an orchid in a pot. It had long, glossy leaves, and half a dozen pastel flowers on a curving stem. ‘Look at this moth orchid.’ 

Flora got up and regarded the large, velvety flower head. ‘A Phalaenopsis.’ 

‘Good. That’s a start, at least. Now, these are the basics of hybridisation. See this toothpick?’ He held one up. ‘Imagine it is an insect. It flies in, rummages around in search of food ... and look!’ He showed her two sticky pollen sacs stuck to the end. He then went to white orchid whose flowers were tinged with pale pink and inserted the toothpick into one flower. There was a short silence while he replaced the second orchid back on its shelf. 

‘So, that’s all there is to it?’ said Flora. ‘Pollen from one, and place it on another flower, and off you go?’

Her uncle grunted. ‘If it were that easy, we would be surrounded by all manner of colourful hybrids. No-one – apart from my good self – has produced a single flowering plant. No-one. I have managed almost two dozen, in as many years. What most botanists don’t realise is that one can’t cross any orchid with another. Some types, like this moth orchid, are the haughty princesses in their tower, far too fussy about their suitors ...’ He stopped in embarrassment. ‘Well, anyway.’

‘I think it’s fascinating,’ said Flora, gallantly.

‘I am something of a miraculous match-maker. Recently, I crossed two characters from different genera. The “mother” was pink, and the “father” was purple.’ 

‘And the hybrids were heliotrope?’ 

He inclined his head. 

‘So, what would happen if you crossed that with another type? Say, one with speckles?’

‘Aha! Now you begin to see how addictive it is!’ 

Now he was talking about orchids, his gruff manner had vanished. He was much more like the jolly uncle she remembered from her childhood, creating treasure hunts in the garden. 

‘They’re rather like children,’ he went on. ‘You, for example. You have your mother’s determination, combined with your father’s quick mind. Oh, yes. Orchids are fascinating and mysterious plants, with strange needs!’ he continued. ‘They don’t give up their secrets lightly. The hybridising process is still a mystery to most, and many never flower at all.’

‘How do you succeed?’

‘A few little tricks I’ve learned over the years. And patience. Oodles of patience. For example, we’ll have to wait up to 12 months to see if the seed pods mature. Then we have to harvest them, plant them, and hope they germinate.’ 

‘That could be years! I had no idea.’

‘I hope it will be worth the wait. But I have many others nearer completion. Everyone wants new orchids. The rarer the better. Even Her Majesty herself! Did you know, she has her own Royal Orchid Grower?’

‘No wonder they’re so expensive.’ Flora stared at the collection of flowers in the little conservatory, and tried to imagine how many there were in the nurseries.

‘So? The job? Do you accept?’ He wrote out a label, dated it and attached it to a stick which he placed in the pot. ‘Many young women wouldn’t wish to be isolated in the wilds of rural Warwickshire with a grumpy old botanist.’

‘It’s not that isolated,’ she protested, then flushed. ‘What I mean is, I would welcome the opportunity, Uncle. I hope I can make myself useful.’

‘Aye, well. There’s a lot to learn. We’ll try you out and discuss a suitable wage in due course, all being well.’

‘Thank you, Uncle. This is more than I hoped for.’ She reached out to touch one of the blooms.

‘Probably more than you deserve, too, but I owe it to my brother and his wife. But don’t touch the orchids unless specifically requested, and that includes watering. I can’t even bring myself to tell you what horrors the last assistant committed with a watering can and a syringe.’

‘Sorry.’ She withdrew her arm quickly just as someone tapped at the door. ‘Yes? Who’s there?’ said her uncle, striding across the room so quickly she wondered if she wasn’t the only one glad of the interruption. He flung open the door and a freckled face peered round. ‘Stanley!’ her uncle said. ‘Our keenest apprentice. In, in!’ There was a clatter and a tall youth, his hat already crammed under his armpit, was dragged into the room by a panting black and white mongrel.

With a happy bark, the dog abandoned all decorum and threw himself into Flora’s arms. ‘Walter!’ she laughed, dropping back on to the chair as he lunged across her lap, buffeting her with his moist nose. After sufficient fussing, he was persuaded to return to ground level, although his tail still swished across the red and black tiles.

‘How do you do, miss?’ said the youth, smoothing down his spiky hair. ‘Everyone at McPhairson’s is asking after you.’

Flora did a double-take at the lanky figure. ‘Stanley Box! I barely recognised you. You’re so tall!’

‘Only apprentice who can prune the wisteria without standing on a tub,’ said her uncle. ‘And he’s not turned 18 yet. Plus, he’s a dab hand at looking after Walter whenever I go off,’ he added. ‘Daft dog.’

By now, Stanley’s cheeks were tomato red. He cleared his throat but stopped short when he saw Flora’s injury. ‘That’s quite a gash, miss. Lucky you didn’t need stitches. My old dad got set upon in jail and his arm went all green and manky and he nearly had to have it cut off.’

‘Goodness,’ said Flora, tugging across a lock of hair to hide the mark. 

‘Now, Flora,’ said her uncle, puffing at his pipe. ‘Let’s set you to work. Mr Box? Could you take Miss Flora off to the store rooms, please? There’s just time before luncheon to show her how to pick the maggots out of the potting mixture.’

Flora hurried off to retrieve her hat and coat. As she and Stanley headed down the path, past the kitchen, she glimpsed her uncle standing by the stove. In his hand he held a bundle of letters. He was staring at them as though he’d never seen them before. Then, he stuffed them into the grate, rattling the poker until the paper burst into a mass of honey-coloured flames.
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FLORA CHECKED her boots for mud, tucked her hair behind her ear then knocked on the door, noticing how her knuckles were red and raw. She was due to see her uncle in his study at noon. The clock struck twelve. 

‘Come,’ he called. She went in and he pointed to a chair opposite the desk. ‘If you’ll give me a moment, I have to finish this correspondence.’

‘Certainly.’ She folded her hands in her lap, glad of the short respite. She was exhausted. She gazed through the window, hearing the branches scratch restlessly at the glass panes. A small fire crackled in the grate.

She longed for sleep, and resisted the urge to close her eyes. The past fortnight had been a blur of scouring plant pots, sifting bark, making small cane supports for young plants, tilting blinds to keep the sun off delicate specimens. Fortunately, the tasks weren’t beyond her skills, and she’d been allowed to ask for breaks when she needed them. So, all in all, the days weren’t too bad. 

It was the nights that were hard. Mrs Bedstraw was a poor housekeeper, and the evening meal was usually something cold. Her uncle would retire to the study, where he would light his  lantern and work into the small hours. 

As for Flora, she would make her excuses and slip past the study, where she could smell her uncle’s cigar smoke and see the glow of light under the door. She



























[image: ]






















































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
— o __‘._‘bzq\"
PAMELA KELT

2
ORCHID
WARS

Part 1 of The Perils of Flora McPhazrson





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





