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Joshua ‘Intrepid’ Speedwell is a young adventurous plant collector in the 1880s when horticulture became a Victorian obsession and naturalists were sent to the far corners of the globe in search of rare species to satisfy the public appetite.

But Mr Speedwell is also an agent extraordinaire for a clandestine society whose valiant members, in the guise of plant hunters, secretly seek to maintain a balance of power at a time of The Great Game, the complex rivalry between 19th-century British and Russian empires.

As Joshua awaits orders for a return mission to Mazbouria in central Asia where tensions are running high, Joshua takes a short break in England, only to be embroiled once more in unexpected intrigue as he comes upon a mysterious plot involving botanical shenanigans at the highest level. As time runs out, and armed with only his trusty botanist’s knife, three handkerchieves and his favourite boots (from Penstemons, Royal Leamington Spa), he is called upon to use all of his unique survival skills to expose the miscreants and save the government from international scandal.
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(more or less in order but not quite) as they appear:

Veronica Jones-Mundy

Future relation of Joshua Speedwell.

Joshua Speedwell

Intrepid plantsman and gentleman adventurer, among other things that we’re not supposed to find out right away or it would spoil the story.

Flora McPhairson

Former florist. Niece of John Telfer McPhairson, renowned hybridist and former plant collector, among other things (ditto). Childhood sweetheart of Joshua Speedwell – see Orchid Wars*. Now blossoming in her new life.

Arthur Frederick Marchant

Veteran bryologist (that’s moss collector to those of us not familiar with botanical nomenclature), author and explorer, among other things. You get the message.

Heather Ling

Arthur’s talented and devoted sister, widowed some years ago, now finding solace in Doing Good for the Needy and cyanotype photography, would you believe.

Miss Fern Lane

Charming shop assistant at Macey’s Grocery, with a knack for the vernacular.

PC Marram

Local police officer with ideas above his station.

A mysterious gentleman of distinction ... with a dark past.

A mysterious woman of fashion ... with an even darker past. And that’s all I’m prepared to divulge at this point.

Bert Teasel

A good lad, wise beyond his dozen years and with a deep and abiding knowledge of cake, conkers and cricket.

George Teasel

Bert’s older brother. Reliable type and handy in a scrum. Good listener.

A brace of disgruntled gardeners at the lodge

Rough fellows in hob-nailed boots with poor manners and no love for the countryside.

Manny Virosa

Their grumpy boss with a dubious past from further afield.

Buddy

Ill-tempered mongrel with a penchant for cheese and pickle sandwiches. Probably the most hostile dog in Derbyshire. Correction. In England.

Fred Lovage

Retired police officer and allotmenteer. Might have lost his teeth but he still has his marbles.

Eric, Will & Harry

Salt-of-the-earth types with useful skills.

Sergeant Hornbeam

Plain-spoken veteran officer who likes to call a spanner a bloody wrench.

Philbert Cressington

Experienced member of the Chester-West Society. The sort of chap who takes everything in his (long, very long) stride.

Miss Euphorbia Spurge

Shrewd full-time archivist for the Chester-West Society and part-time medium. Can read medieval Latin as fluently as tea leaves. Expert in the art of clairvoyant dough-clenching which she predicts will be all the rage.
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Sundry others ...

A flock of seamstresses, Bedlake, Coventry

Tom, the grouchy cart driver

Overwhelmed shop assistants in Sedgewicks General Stores

Couch the Cobbler
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*From Orchid Wars, Part I of The Perils of Flora McPhairson

––––––––
[image: ]


John Telfer McPhairson

Renowned senior hybridist, former plant collector, (among other things – vide supra) and raconteur. Joint owner of McPhairson’s Nurseries, Stoneleigh Wootton, Warwickshire.

William Carter

Journalist on The Chronicle and, shall we say, man about town with friends in low places. Complicated love interest as regards Flora. A tortured soul.

Herr Dunkelturm

Alias the rascally Ulrich von Flensburg, professional cad and scoundrel.

And let us not forget the daft peacock, which is where this tale all started.

***
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Table of Contents


[image: ]


Foreword

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Epilogue

Afterword

Author’s Note

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Foreword


[image: ]


Oxford

September 5, 1937

It was a dark and stormy morning; squally gusts were stripping the leaves off the oak tree at the back and depositing them all on our side of the fence. I was about two years’ pregnant, or so it seemed, and was roughly the size of an elephant with no capacity but to sit and wait another month or so for our baby to be born.

My husband, Robert, had reluctantly been summoned to join ‘trade talks’ in Germany. If I happen to let slip that he works in the Foreign Office and the year was 1937, you can see why he could not refuse. I had been given strict instructions to do as little as humanly possible and, if in any doubt, call his sister, an astonishingly capable woman for whom childbirth was as straightforward as slipping on a new pair of brogues.

‘Yes, yes. I’ll be good. Bonny will look after me. Now go!’ He almost had to be pushed out of the front door, tripping over our border collie, but then the taxi arrived and he clambered in with his briefcase then waved energetically until it drew out of sight in the direction of the station.

For the first day, it had been rather a relief to be on my own, pottering about our rambling Edwardian semi in Oxford. The wind picked up overnight and kept me awake somewhat, wedged as best I could into a sleeping position on the bed with a mountain of quilts and pillows.

I woke at eight o’clock that morning, bleary-eyed and headachey and stumped downstairs in a strange mood. Not anxious, exactly, but with a feeling that something was about to happen. The baby still had no interest in joining the world today, it seemed, so I made a pot of tea and tried to read.

Bonny, who had been curled up beside me, suddenly lifted her velvety head. ‘Want out?’ I said, preparing to stand, which sounds easier than it was.

She gave me a look as if to say: ‘Have you glanced outside? Or even checked the barometer, lately? You know I am not a fan of precipitation, especially at this time of day.’ It was a long look.

Of course, she was quite right. It had begun to rain. Not a gentle drizzle, but that level of rain that almost appears as if scores of people are standing in a row outside throwing buckets of water at the window.

Something stirred in my psyche (or was it just the baby?). I really should be doing something, but what? God forbid that I should tackle the darning. Or listen to the news (not cheerful), or catch up with my correspondence, or indeed any other ‘sit-down’ jobs to which I was consigned.

‘Sod this for a game of soldiers,’ I exclaimed and heaved myself to my feet. (My father, now a retired academic of some renown, was a master of oaths, and could swear like a trooper – and get away with it – at any social function you care to mention. I had inherited his disregard for euphemisms and pseudo-politesses and always preferred to call a spade a bloody shovel.) ‘I’m going to clear out the blasted attic.’

Now that I am much older, although not especially wiser, I failed to realise that this was a pre-birth nesting instinct, signalling the arrival of our new-born. I learned later that some women feel driven to make cushions or do patchwork, even if they’ve never been able to sew for toffee. Some make jam. Or vast amounts of biscuits. Being me, I decided to choose an impractical job that required me to heft myself up three flights of stairs, and then up a further twisting staircase with uneven treads and only a rope to hang on to. 

Oblivious to any feelings of impending doom, off I set to find a torch, with Bonny trotting nervously behind me. In fact, she refused to come up the steep steps of the final stairway and stayed at the bottom, barking loudly. ‘What on earth are you doing?’ she seemed to be saying. ‘Get down at once!’ She was a very sensible dog, unlike her owner, deranged by hormonal surges. 

Huffing and puffing, I ignored her remonstrations and hauled myself up the final flight and set the torch on an old wooden box about the size of a sarcophagus and just as dusty. 

I loved our attic, a vast sea of loose floorboards, carpeted roughly in a series of left-over rugs of different colours and materials. Crates were piled up against the wall that we shared with the neighbour, while on the other side stood a haphazard mountain of suitcases of all vintages and sizes, stuffed to the gunwales with unwanted clothes, shoes, books, blankets, old photographs and Christ knew what else. Perhaps I am drawn to chaos like a moth to a flame (it certainly ran in the family), but I suddenly felt much calmer.

‘We could turn this into a nursery!’ I said out loud. It was such a good idea that Bonny stopped barking while she considered the suggestion. ‘All we need to do is put in a window on the garden side, and give the walls a quick lick of paint. Bloody brilliant.’

What can I say? I was blind to the practicalities, such as where would we store all the existing junk, and the fact there was no heating up there. Or plastered walls. Or electricity. Or a safe staircase.

I sat down on the old chest and gazed around, envisaging a rocking horse, shelves crammed with toys, a fire tinkling in the grate (vide supra) and Robert and I myself setting out a brand new train set, arguing cheerfully about where to put the trees.

As I looked around, the chest creaked and I looked more closely at the lid. It was what we called a railwayman’s chest, a large solid wooden box, coated in thick conker-coloured varnish. It bore the initials ‘JS’, surrounded by several address labels to various locations from the British Isles to foreign parts. I noticed that there were scorch marks at one corner. Clearly, this chest had seen some adventures.

The initials of my great uncle, one Joshua Speedwell. Sadness overwhelmed me for a moment, for I had fond memories of a splendidly whiskered fellow from another age. He had lived for three scores years and twenty and was, what they call ‘a character’.

I traced the familiar letters with my finger. Joshua Speedwell. He had started out as a young plantsman, later mentored by another botanical great, John Telfer McPhairson, a famous orchid hybridist – among other things. Joshua travelled to the most dangerous parts of the world, and there were rather a lot of them, to bring back prized seeds and plants for a public hungry for new horticultural marvels. 

But there was more to Mr Speedwell than that. He was, we were told in hushed tones, a secret agent who assisted the British Government in sensitive situations, and had, single-handedly, prevented dozens of diplomatic incidents and saved many a soul in despair, from royalty to the humblest servant. However, it was all just rumours and whispers, for this was a part of his life that Great Uncle Joshua never mentioned, preferring to regale anyone who would listen with wildly improbable stories of his plant collecting across the globe, with thrilling references to poisonous frogs, cranky cannibals, giant leeches, unexpected earthquakes, rampaging mammals, creepy catacombs ... Marvellous stuff.

I stood up and tried to open the box. Locked, of course. Where on earth could the key be? Bloody hell. I hoped it wasn’t in the dreaded Kitchen Drawer (nicknamed in our household as The Drawer of Doom).You know the sort. Where every odd little paperclip or bits of string end up, and spend their time getting tangled up in garden wire, tape measures, crumpled labels and dried up pots of glue.

Perhaps it had been in the lock and just fallen out? I cast around, lifting up the corners of nearby rugs with the toe of my shoe. ‘Will you look at that?!’ I exclaimed, for there, wedged between two floorboards, was a key on a long, brown piece of waxed string. Given my girth, bending down was not an option, but I found an old coat-hanger and hoicked it up.

My pulse racing with all the excitement (I led a quiet life), I grasped the key, inserted it in the lock and turned it ...

Something clicked. Holding my breath, I pulled up the lid and stared into the box, not really knowing what to expect. Probably just seed catalogues and some dusty cufflinks, knowing my luck.

The first thing I saw was a splendid vintage camera case, rather dusty, but still in fine condition. 

Inside that was a splendid vintage camera, rather dusty, but still in fine condition. 

‘How marvellous!’ I exclaimed aloud.

Stacked up on one side were several dozens glass plates which I sifted through. Robert would love this, I thought, for he was a keen photographer. Some photograph albums lay beneath and I picked one at random, finding it crammed with stunning blue and white prints, which I later came to know as cyanotypes, a Victorian photographic obsession.

I was entranced by the scenes, beautifully composed landscapes in mystic shades of indigo and silver, telling of a bygone age. What a stunning family heirloom, I thought, experiencing a heady mix of nostalgia and curiosity. Either that or indigestion.

Alongside the lifetime collection of prints, plates and memorabilia were a few dozen books of a botanical nature. I shifted them to one side until my fingers finally touched the wooden bottom of the crate. Something seemed a little off.

I frowned, and looked on the outside of the box, which seemed deeper. I tapped the base again. Did it sound a little hollow? Or was my imagination running away with me?

Time to be systematic, I thought, atypically, and began to sort through all the contents, stacking like with like, so I could show Robert when he returned. Finally, the box was empty. I retrieved the coat-hanger and tapped round the edges and then across the centre. One of the taps sounded more metallic. I peered in and saw and small inlaid square of wood that appeared to be a slightly different hue to the rest. I pressed it and suddenly it popped open, pivoting on a tiny hinge, revealing a tiny brass loop.

Heart in my mouth, I pulled it and the whole false base hinged upwards with a faint creak, throwing a miasma of dust into the air. Coughing, I looked inside.

For a full moment, I just stared. Below, Bonny stirred and woofed a couple of times, then, unexpectedly, decided that a mere spiral staircase should not deter a collie from being with her mistress at a time of need, and she clattered up, somewhat untidily and hurried up to me, sniffing with interest. She looked in, glanced at me, then wagged her plumy tail.

‘Bloody Nora!’ I said, taking in the sight, for the bottom half of the chest was crammed with scores of notebooks, all hand-written, all lying in a heap on top of a carpet of newspaper cuttings. With reverence, I began to lift them out, one by one. Each had a title, in capitals, on the cover. Amazonia, Madagascar, China, Mazbouria, Borneo, Persia, Mongolia ... Derbyshire. 

Derbyshire?

What on earth ...? I opened this particular book. From what I recalled of my Great Uncle, he spent more time in foreign climes than in England. 

‘A Trip to Wortdale,’ it said on the first page. ‘A Full Account of a Tricky Business in Central England by Joshua Speedwell, Plant Collector, Special Agent and Gentleman Adventurer Extraordinaire. September 1885.’

Bonny and I exchanged meaningful glances. 

I found a small stool and skimmed the first chapter. ‘Good Lord!’ I exclaimed after half an hour. ‘This is bonkers.’

‘Come on,’ her chocolate brown eyes seemed to say. ‘Let’s go somewhere more comfortable and read the whole thing.’

‘Good thinking,’ I said.

‘But let me go down the stairs ahead of you, just in case.’

‘Right you are. Lead on,’ I said. 

Her tail wagged thumped against the box.

‘Not that sort of lead.’

She panted happily, smiling in that way that collies do.

I spent the rest of the day devouring the words, then, after a restless night, I dusted off the old Remington typewriter and ensconced myself at the dining room table next to the largest mug of tea I could find and began to tap away.

The handwriting was eccentric but I soon got to grips with his style, as well as some eccentric shorthand and positively hilarious spelling mistakes. In places, he had scribbled some references in the margin to various journals and other archive material, so I assumed he had considered publication and that these were embryonic footnotes. Old habits die hard (it wasn’t that long ago that I had completed a dissertation in 17th-century Spanish comic drama), so I found what I could from the contents of the chest and did my best to piece it all together.

For my own reference, I compiled a Dramatis Personae that helped me to keep track, which I took the liberty of including for your delectation and information, dear reader.

It took me three weeks of hard graft, but I was so engrossed by the tale that time simply flew. Indeed, I forgot all about my personal discomfort and felt as though I had joined Great Uncle Joshua on his unexpected trip north, experienced all the thrill of his exploits and met all the quirky characters he had encountered en route.

Finally, late one afternoon, I typed ‘THE END’ on the last page and sat back, flexing my fingers, feeling rather pleased with myself at my effort, for typing was not my forte.

And so, here it is. Forgive any errors, but it is the best I can do in the circs, and I believe it to be an honest and complete transcript of what Joshua had written down all those years ago. 
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Signed: Veronica Jones-Mundy, September, 1937
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​Chapter 1
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Ahead of me stood the peacock, trembling in terror.

As I climbed the ladder, I trusted it would be long enough to straddle the gap between the wrought iron supports so I could effect an avian rescue. I lowered it cautiously, but it slipped and dropped with something of a clang.

Below me, a gathering crowd gasped.

I waved cheerfully with one hand (without falling off, which would have been embarrassing) and began to edge along on my hands and knees in the direction of the panicked bird. Somehow, the silly thing had wandered into the glasshouses and flapped about, trying to escape, before ending up on a narrow ledge, next to a wide-leaved banana palm.

I moved nearer, hoping it wouldn’t suddenly fly in my direction and knock me off my perch. 

We eyed each other and I got the distinct impression the bird did not appreciate being intruded upon. ‘Shoo!’ I said, hanging on to the ladder with one hand, and flapping the other. The bird let out its eldritch screech that made the onlookers wince. It was quite an assault on the eardrums, I can tell you.

A voice drifted upwards. Flora was addressing me but her words were faint. ‘What?’

‘Handkerchief!’ she repeated, waving hers.

‘Good thinking!’ I removed my silk kerchief from my pocket. It was rather a fine shade of heliotrope and when flourished, caught the bird’s attention. It shrieked again then plunged. Its wings flapping wildly, it managed to crash into the banana palm, then descend in hysterical stages, until it finally bumbled to the floor of the glasshouses. With a final cry of disgust, it staggered off into the undergrowth, rustling its feathers ungratefully.

Spontaneous applause broke out and I climbed down, returning the ladder to the relieved glasshouse gardeners. 

Flora was smiling. ‘Well done.’

Praise from Miss McPhairson (niece of my botanical mentor, one John Telfer McPhairson) was rare and I failed to conceal a blush. ‘Oh, it was nothing. A walk in the park.’

‘At an altitude of a hundred feet,’ she added. ‘Come along. I do believe you have earned an ice cream. I know it’s September but it is still warm enough.’

She hooked her dainty arm around my manly elbow and I sighed with contentment. ‘You know, September is definitely my favourite month,’ I asserted ‘especially when visiting a Warwickshire park with such decorative company.’ This was my attempt at flattery but I was sorely out of practice.

‘I thought you preferred August,’ she replied with one of her smiles.

‘That was before I went to Wales,’ I said. ‘Indeed, the least said about the meteorological conditions on top of Pen y Diafol the better.’​[1]

She waggled her finger at me. ‘Nonsense. You enjoyed every minute, clambering over the slippery rocks being pelted with icy rain and blown sideways by the gale whilst hanging on to the edge of a crumbling precipice with frozen fingers.’

‘At least my trusty boots from Penstemons resisted the urge to leak,’ I retorted, before adding darkly: ‘Unlike the tent.’

‘So, why did you go?’

‘Ah.’ I prevaricated. ‘Er, polishing my mountaineering skills?’

Her expression was priceless but I was unable to elaborate, having sworn various oaths, that if broken, would mean a dishonourable discharge from a certain clandestine establishment called the Chester-West Society. It purported to be a natural history organisation but in truth it sought to right the wrongs of a complicated world. I was but one of their many agents and preferred to keep my occupation secret, although Flora knew something of its exploits as her esteemed uncle was one of its earliest recruits, with a legendary career, although known only to a handful of people.

I glanced at Flora again. ‘And it turn out to be more of an adventure than I suspected.’ I could still picture the bedraggled, but still defiant, group of rogues being led off to face justice.​[2] 

A small nugget of Welsh gold burned in my cufflink box – an unofficial reward from my services. Would it be enough for a wedding ring one day, perhaps? 

As we made our way past the fountain in the direction of the ice cream barrow, I stole another glance at my companion and sighed inwardly. Her dark hair was as silky and lustrous as a romantic heroine, so much better groomed than when she was a somewhat untamed young girl and we had played at hunting mythical mammoths in the woods. Her frame was a little thin, perhaps, but that was hardly surprising after her recent exploits, saving my mentor’s beloved plant nursery and orchid collection from a scurrilous saboteur. Nowadays, she was well-dressed and composed – even sophisticated, one might add – yet seemingly unaware of her natural beauty. Yes, dear reader, you are quite right. I had always admired her, especially when she had turned down my awkward proposal of marriage some months ago. I gave myself a mental shake and ensured that I concentrated on our little outing. 

Flora seemed unaware of my sentimental thoughts and smiled at the botanical surroundings. ‘Today is truly delightful. Not too warm, not too windy. A perfect autumn day for a stroll in Nature Tamed.’ The capitals were implied.

‘Quite so,’ I conceded. ‘I am delighted you were free to join me before I depart Warwickshire and head north.’ I waved at the boating pool, the swishing willows and the emerald sward of tailored turf, dotted with family groups having picnics. 

‘To where exactly?’ Flora steered me towards the boulevard-style café, once a former aviary, I assumed, for the ceiling was strung with a variety of decorative bird cages.

‘Derbyshire. Your uncle has an errand for me.’

‘Oh?’ She purchased two fancy frozen confections and I carried them to a pair of wrought-iron chairs that were styled for fashion more than comfort. ‘Another confidential mission?’ She sat, arranging her silk skirts, accepting the ice cream cone which I wrapped in my handkerchief. 

‘Not this time!’ I smiled back, relieved to be able to state the truth. ‘I am to take a manuscript of Mr McPhairson to a former colleague, one Arthur Marchant, a retired bryologist of some renown.’

‘Who resides in Mossop-in-Grimthorpe, I suppose?’

I laughed. ‘Yes, he is indeed a moss and lichen specialist, but he lives in Wortdale, which I am assured is perfectly lovely.’

The look I received reminded me never again to underestimate my companion. As the delicate bird cages rustled in the breeze, a fanciful thought entered my mind. Perhaps some young women were destined to be prisoners of their own beauty and breeding, sequestered in their own beautiful prisons, forbidden from flying free. It was clear that Flora McPhairson, however, was not one of that particular breed.

‘I appreciate bryophytes as much as the next person,’ pronounced Flora, as if to a kindergarten pupil (for my attention had clearly wandered), ‘but are they appropriate for McPhairson’s Nurseries to sell to the good people of Middle England? Who might want leafy leaves?’

‘And flowery flowers?’

This was not an argument, I would have you understand. It was just a typical communication between Flora and myself. Of course, at that precise moment, Flora laughed and my world lit up. Oh dear. Would my broken heart ever recover?

I concentrated on polishing off my ice cream.

‘I do wonder ...’ Flora mused. ‘But why would Uncle Mac sent you off to Derbyshire when he could have just posted the manuscript?’

‘He did suggest I could learn a thing or two from the worthy Arthur Marchant, intrepid traveller of the Amazon and admirer of mosses.’

‘Or perhaps he thought the elderly gentleman might appreciate some company? Ensuring that a former Chester-West agent was happy in his retirement and wanted for nought?’

I waggled my head in a non-committal fashion, but I have to admit, the same thought had crossed my mind.

Flora sighed. ‘Something else is troubling me.’

‘Oh?’

She looked me in the eye. ‘I know I am not an agent of the Chester-West,’ she began, ‘but Uncle Mac does rather confide in me.’

I adopted a vague expression, wondering where this was leading.

‘In summer, he had to dash to Birmingham on several occasions, but his excuses were flimsy.’

‘Aha! And you prised the truth out of him?’ 

She ignored this and continued. ‘He admitted that the hallowed portals of the Chester-West Society were breached. An attempted robbery, in fact. The new, and extremely costly, alarm system had interrupted the intruder, and nothing had been stolen or disturbed, but the would-be thief had escaped, identity and whereabouts unknown.’

‘It caused quite a stir,’ I conceded. 

‘And?’

I shifted on the bench, knowing that I would be unable to resist. ‘It would appear that the homes of several committee members had also been burgled, although they reported nothing had been stolen.’

‘Is that why there were so many meetings!’

I nodded. ‘Members met to discuss improving security measures while urging their active agents to be doubly careful when sending any sensitive messages. 

‘I see.’ She frowned. ‘Yourself included?’

I coughed, finding it something of a relief to be able to discuss the matter. ‘In fact, I was one of the first to receive these revised orders – especially after I had reported back on my mishaps in Mazbouria.’

‘Ah, yes. The unfortunate encounter with the mysterious Herr Dunkelturm, alias the rascally Ulrich von Flensburg?’

I nodded miserably. It had been some months ago now, but it still rankled. I was purportedly on a collecting expedition in Mazbouria and our paths had crossed. Herr Dunkelturm had claimed to be a cartographer and I actually believed him. However, I suffered not one, but two botanical disasters on that fated field trip. My first collection of specimens were washed away overnight in a storm, and a second batch were ruined on their voyage home while the crew and captain were attacked by mysterious assailants. 

This was a part of the so-called Orchid Wars, when disreputable plant collectors would go to any lengths to acquire desired specimens, the most valuable of which were known as ‘lost orchids’, rare species whose whereabouts eluded rediscovery.

I recalled Flensburg’s smooth manner, fancy attire, expensive cigars and charming conversation.  Well, he had fooled me. It was only when I returned to England and told my sorry tale that I had the ghastly realisation that von Flensburg was behind all my bad luck, having thought at first that it was the desperate act of a rival plantsman. Something I was more than used to, I hate to admit.

Flora and her uncle had discovered that he was working for an infamous rival botanical collector, whom they later thwarted in his nefarious schemes.​[3]

‘Why do you think he attempted to wreck your expedition?’ asked Flora, echoing my thoughts. ‘Perhaps his nefarious activity is linked to the burglaries, somehow?’

‘I suspect there is much more to von Flensburg than meets the eye,’ I said carefully. In fact, I had had an unnerving conversation with the redoubtable Lady Rowan, newly-elected President of the Chester-West Society, who also suspected von Flensburg of duplicity.

After all, if I was pretending to be a plant hunter, yet was a secret agent, could not the same scenario apply to him too?

I did not confide this thought to Flora, of course.

‘So where is he now?’

I cleared my throat. ‘Unknown. We all have orders to be vigilant and keep him in our sights if he reappears.’

‘But are you not the only operative to have seen him in the flesh?’

‘I believe so.’

‘And uncle’s former rival has also vanished into thin air, so he can’t be persuaded to assist ...’ Flora gazed out across the park. ‘Hmm.’

I frowned as a chilling thought niggled in my brain. Perhaps one of the reasons I had been sent to Wales, and now Derbyshire, was because there had been sightings of the elusive von Flensburg? Well, if he had been in Wales, I hadn’t spotted him.

And what of Derbyshire? Was he here? Or was I being sent there because there were suspicions regarding the elderly Mr Arthur Marchant – and I was supposed to investigate? Surely not! 

Or had the fiendish von Flensburg been spotted in central England and this was a ruse to flush him out? In the warm light of that September afternoon in the heart of leafy Warwickshire, it seemed preposterous.

Our individual reveries were interrupted by the arrival of a horse-drawn charabanc from Coventry, of all places. I know this because there was a banner draped across the side, saying ‘Bedlake Seamstresses Annual Outing – Coventry.’

And how resplendent these young women from Bedlake, Coventry, were, in their vast summery bonnets, beribboned frocks and frilled parasols. I was agog. Such a colourful array in fashionable finery. 

The driver let down the side panels and out they strolled out in twos, nodding and smiling. I doffed my Homburg. ‘So much floral detail – and in such neat rows! Quite the herbaceous border!’ I pronounced, relieved not to have think about nefarious goings-on in the botanical world.

The young ladies in question giggled. 

Flora rolled her eyes. ‘Mr Speedwell, you are incorrigible.’

I took this as a compliment and doffed my hat. Of course, this was only after I happened to notice that the driver had unharnessed the horses and left the charabanc facing upwards on a gentle incline. There are not many of these in Warwickshire, so it caught my attention. (Inclines, not charabancs or horses, which exist in profusion.) ‘Excuse me one moment.’ I grasped the chain at the front of the charabanc and cast it over a convenient bollard. Disaster averted, I thought, smiling cheerfully at the nearby children with their sailing boats and toys, oblivious to the danger of a wooden juggernaut accelerating downhill towards them.

I glanced back at Flora, who was giving me a narrow-eyed look. ‘How on earth did you see that?’ she asked. ‘If that vehicle had rolled backwards ...’

‘Oh, pff,’ I said. 

‘Do you attract danger?’

‘I like to think I prevent it from happening, although I have often asked myself this very question.’

Flora pursed her lips, indicating she was contemplating the issue with some seriousness. ‘Both,’ she declared. ‘One incurs the other. I recall many occasions you did not cause yourself, or anyone in the vicinity, any harm, despite ridiculous scrapes.’

‘I refuse to discuss the occasion of the Wild Donkey of Elmdene – or the Giant Hogweed Incident in Blackthorn. May the good people of Warwickshire remain oblivious.’

‘Unlike the Mysterious Caterpillar Invasion of Studley on Avon,’ she added. 

‘Quite.’ We both laughed merrily.​[4]

‘How you stay alive is nothing short of a miracle,’ she added. ‘I declare. You have a great deal in common with my uncle.’

For once, I thought it better to hold my tongue. Besides, she was probably right. Mr McPhairson was a Legend with a capital L. 

This was Clearly a Day for Capitals, I thought, and continued to escort his fragrant niece, Miss McPhairson, towards the river path. In truth, I needed to share a quiet word with her about my longer-term commitments. We walked. The sun shone. The river burbled. It was exceedingly pleasant. Not a poisonous animal or blow-dart in sight.

‘And after Derbyshire?’ she prompted.

I started with guilt. ‘Ah, yes. Well. In truth, I am awaiting further, er, instructions.’

‘A return to central Asia?’

I made a non-committal noise, then attempted to change the direction of the conversation: ‘How is your Mr Carter?’ The possessive simply slipped out. He was a journalist, but my grasp of the vernacular always struggles when my heart is involved.

Flora sighed heavily. ‘He is not my Mr Carter, as I keep telling everyone. As far as I know, he, too, is on a secret mission and we shall hear from him soon. So many missions!’ She paused. ‘I know the Chester-West Society does immense good for the country, but it is hard for the onlookers feigning ignorance.’

‘You have had a few adventures of your own, Miss McPhairson,’ I retorted.

‘Unbidden!’ She was smiling again. ‘However, it was rather stimulating, especially for a former florist.’

Excitement seemed to agree with her, I thought, somewhat bemused. 

Ahead of us, the doughty seamstresses had taken to the river in a flotilla of pedalos. Not your usual aquatic float, these were fashioned as giant white swans with golden beaks. The young women were soon drifting out across the river, laughing. 

‘Time for some swan-upmanship?’ I asked, feeling mischievous.

Flora all but snorted but I was too gentlemanly to comment. ‘Why not?’ She scooped up her hems and headed for the nearest vessel. I hurried after her and soon we were afloat, bobbing along on the Avon as we pedalled away. It was rather glorious, with the willows shimmering in the distance and the azure sky stretching overhead.

One duo of seamstresses began to move ahead. Caught in a stray current, perhaps.

A cloud moved across the sun and the wind picked up. All of a sudden, it seemed quite chilly. A squally shower had the effrontery to challenge the tranquil afternoon and buffeted the water, stirring up choppy waves. Picnickers began to pack up their hampers, glancing skywards. Gentlemen reached for umbrellas. Our pedal boat began to yaw. The seamstresses seemed not to have noticed.

‘Joshua?’

I heard Flora’s inquiring tone, and I, too, was focused on the wayward pedalo. I a sign dangled over the ruined arch of a medieval bridge. I squinted to read the words: Danger ~Weir. No Entry. One particular swan boat was making straight for it. The tilt of its wooden head giving the impression that it could read the sign but had decided to ignore it. 

‘Ah.’

‘Is everything all right?’

‘No.’ It was not. It was wrong. Terribly wrong. The pedalo passengers were looking agitated as they began to turn the craft, but it crashed through some overhanging willows. There were faint cries of alarm. Without a second thought, I pulled off my boots. ‘Flora, head to the nearest shore,’ I instructed and dived in.

Well, I have experienced cold water before for I have fallen into quite a variety of ponds, rivers, lakes, canals, swamps and various waterways over the years. Or been pushed, of course. And I probably deserved it. I remember a time ... But I digress. For today, the Avon might have looked picturesque but was startlingly icy. I rose to the surface, caught my breath and struck out towards the craft. By now, it had already capsized. The former occupants were nowhere to be seen. I glanced around and could make out people running around on the banks in some confusion. 

I reached the upturned pedalo. There were a series of splashes and the churning water surface parted as one of the seamstresses grappled her way to the surface. I seized her arm, hauled her up and more or less draped her like a mound of damp laundry on the upturned underside of the craft. 

‘Betty?’ she gasped, pointing frantically below. 

I nodded, and taking in another lungful of air, dived in again, this time going deep below the pedalo. It was murky and long, olive-coloured reeds swayed in the current. I kicked harder, then, as I turned, I caught a glimpse of trailing ribbon. A hat! She must be nearby. I swam closer and saw the tip of a parasol. I reached out, gripped it, and hauled upwards. Happily, I sensed some slight resistance. Betty was holding on tight. 

But I felt something catch. My trouser pocket had caught on the craft. I wrenched and tugged the fabric until it finally gave way. At that point, my feet touched upon the river bed, so I pushed up, and pulled us both upwards towards the light, while I thrashed with my legs and one arm, holding on to Betty with the other.

With a lunge, we finally made it, and emerged into daylight and air. I was aware of movement on the bank. Shouting. Someone was throwing a rope. Flora, of course.

Bystanders fished us out, with very little decorum, but none of us cared a jot. Betty and her companion wept happily to be back on dry land. Moments later, our two seamstresses were wrapped in picnic blankets and accepting hot cups of tea and much sympathy from their companions and a substantial number of male onlookers. 

I sat up, feeling somewhat queasy with river water and got to my feet, as the chilly breeze whipped around me. Flora appeared with another blanket. ‘You saved them!’ she said, after handing me a towel. ‘Hero of the day. But your poor corduroys,’ she added, pointing to the rent fabric.

‘Had worse,’ I muttered and hiccoughed. ‘I recall an expedition to Eastern Goa, following a tributary of the Mandovi River. My canoe drifted into some trees and acquired a tangle of venomous snakes dozing in the branches. Using my paddle, I endeavoured to fling them back to avoid being bitten.’

‘Did it work?’

‘In a fashion, but thus occupied, I failed to see the nearby cataracts. The fishermen who had accompanied me realised my predicament and landed their crafts, and then hastened down the rocks to the foot of the falls, whereupon they hauled me out. My attire was ripped to shreds.’ Someone handed me a cup of hot, sweet tea and I imbibed cheerfully. ‘The canoe was reduced to kindling.’

‘However did you get away?’ asked Flora, playing along.

‘Burned the wood, of course, to roast some excellent local freshwater fish we found in the pools. The men then took me back to their village where I lived for several months, learning their language and customs, and cataloguing the local flora and fauna, which I later submitted to a certain Oxford printing house, under a pseudonym, naturally.’​[5]

Before Flora could come up with a suitable response (and there really was nothing she could say), one of the seamstresses who had not ended up in the river hurried towards us. ‘How can we ever thank you, Mr -?’

‘Oh, just a friendly bystander,’ I interrupted quickly. I thought I had spied a photographer heading in our direction, manhandling a wayward tripod with a mind of its own, and I rather wanted to absent myself for I prefer not to have my image captured. Nothing spiritual, you understand. We Chester-West types prefer to be out of the headlines and anonymous – just in case.

‘At least let us mend your clothes!’

I beamed. Well, how could I refuse? ‘If you insist. And perhaps add another pocket? One can never have enough.’ 

Flora took down their details in a notebook, smiling, and finally ushered me out of the park towards a carriage.

I squelched onto the banquette as Flora descended graciously with an elegant downward glide. She fixed me with a stern look. ‘So, when you get to Derbyshire, Joshua, I trust there will be no further shenanigans?’

‘Who do you think I am?’ I replied reproachfully. ‘And what could I possibly get up to? Consume too many Bakewell tarts?’

Another look.

I capitulated. ‘I promise to be careful.’

‘I shall have to be content with that.’ She allowed me a smile and spoke to  the cabbie. ‘If you can get us back to Stoneleigh Wootton in fifteen minutes, I’ll double your fare, which should also make up for the damp patches,’ she added, giving me a disapproving look. As though it was my fault!

As I sank back into the cushions. I reassured myself that Derbyshire was going to be pleasant but dull. A well-deserved few days up north in the green and leafy dales, chewing the fat with a septuagenarian plant collector. Besides, after Wales, I could rather do with a rest.

As one of my favourite authors (and she knows who she is) might have written, what could possibly go wrong?

***
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Chapter 2
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A few days later, attired in a brand new tweed jacket and my freshly repaired corduroy trousers (courtesy of the delightful Coventry seamstresses), I strolled into Warwick Station carrying a small carpetbag and a manuscript wrapped in brown paper and string. I had taken the liberty of sending on ahead a chest of photographic equipment, for I had decided I should move with the times and improve my method of recording the natural world. It would also come in useful if I needed some time away from a well-meaning but possibly (dare I say) dull host.

I found a bench and gazed around to take stock of my fellow travellers, but the only people there were an elderly gentleman and a short-sighted nursemaid and her ward, a petulant-looking infant in a sailor suit who appeared to have found a stray box of matches and was determined to set fire to the waiting room curtains. I patiently extinguished them, batting out the incipient flames one at a time. The child glared at me and turned his attention to squashing already deceased flies on the windowsill.

The train was rather late, so I strolled up and down the platform in a fretful manner. A late swallow dashed across the overcast sky, and suddenly I felt a little pensive. It felt like the end of summer and I would soon be saying farewell to Flora – and my Warwickshire home – again to head off on another seemingly impossible mission. When would I see her
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