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			Chapter One

			I lean against the bar, ignoring the din around me, and imagine – for probably the twelfth time today – winning the lottery. The familiar embrace of the fantasy is like slipping into a hot bath.

			It would be an embarrassingly enormous win; one that makes headlines. Local Woman Lifted from Mundanity. Ascends to heights of wealth so enormous that she’ll ­definitely go a bit weird.

			There’d be a picture of me in my uniform at the cinema, looking vaguely unkempt and as though I’d just been smacked in the head by a solid brick of fifty-­pound notes, which would essentially be what had happened.

			‘What will you do with the money?’ a reporter would screech, waving one of those fluffy microphones.

			‘I’m just so shocked!’ I’d say, unable to hear them over the roaring in my ears, probably crying or throwing up from sheer overwhelm. ‘This is going to change my life!’

			
			

			To be honest, I’d be happy with a fraction of that. A million. Half a million. Even a few hundred thousand. I could pay off our debts, move out of my dad’s house. Breathe for the first time in years.

			It’s not that I don’t want to work. It’s that I’d like to not think about the exchange rate of my time for money every moment of the day.

			Like now, for instance. I’ve been at the bar for at least three minutes, card in hand, and the bartender’s been studiously looking in the other direction. I got served a lot more quickly back when I had long hair and wore skirts and stuff. Maybe I should have brought a male gaze disguise this evening. I’m clearly not this bartender’s type any more, with my ­growing-­out buzz cut, loose black T-­shirt, no makeup.

			That’s OK. He’s not mine either, given that he looks like a Disney prince from the days when all the Disney princes were identical. Remember Snow White’s boyfriend? Of course you don’t. He might as well be a piece of soft white bread dressed in primary colours.

			A woman nudges past to lean against the bar on my right. Long blonde hair, cheekbones like a sculpture. A grim expression that does nothing to hide her glorious face. Well.

			It’s funny; looking at her, I’m distracted from my gloom. I feel as though we’ve met before. I don’t recall her face, though, and I have a good memory for faces. Just a strange feeling of, Oh, there you are.

			Maybe she’s a celebrity or something. My friend once saw Paul Mescal in a pub and, assuming he was an acquaintance he couldn’t place, greeted him with an ‘All right?’ and a slap on the back before realising his mistake.

			
			

			The bartender is there in a flash, but the woman jerks her head towards me, saying, ‘She was first.’

			To my own surprise, I say, ‘After you.’ This feels like a generous move on my part, given how much I’d like a beer, but also maybe it’s not. I’m hoping it’ll work to soften the set corners of her mouth. I’m willing to bet she’d be even prettier.

			But the woman just scowls and orders a double G&T. The bartender, who’s flung his tea towel over his shoulder in a notably casual way, looks disappointed as he reaches for the gin.

			Fine. No smile for either of us, mate. I’m meant to be meeting my friend Chaz anyway, but I can’t see him. I scan round the bar.

			A single potted plant droops in its place next to the bottles of spirits. A smudge-­covered mirror impassively reflects our faces back to us. My hair looks dark and extremely scruffy next to the blonde woman’s glossy waves, as though we’re at opposing ends on the spectrum of butch to femme. Our eyes meet for a moment in the reflection.

			Then she looks away, tapping the bar with her card. Irritation emanates from her and I’m suddenly curious to know what she’ll do next. She looks like she’s gearing up for something as she watches the gin splashing into her glass, the bartender slotting the bottle back into place.

			Then she blurts, ‘You’re over-­watering that aspidistra.’

			The bartender looks round. ‘Pardon me?’

			
			

			‘The aspidistra?’ She points at it. ‘Or cast-­iron plant.’

			All three of us regard it. The leaves do look a bit yellowish.

			The bartender shrugs. ‘I thought that was fake.’ He turns to select a slice of lemon.

			The woman stares at him in disbelief. Maybe she’s used to being listened to. Her mouth is slightly open, I see in the mirror, and her lips are full and painted a flattering reddish-­brown that makes her pale skin luminous.

			I turn to check the real person too before I say, in what I hope is a helpful tone, ‘You’ve got a little,’ I gesture at her mouth, ‘tiny bit of lipstick on your teeth.’

			She swipes at it furiously, then glares at me. ‘Why are you staring at my teeth?’

			Either I’ve forgotten how to interact with people or this is uncalled for. ‘Um, I wasn’t,’ I say. ‘I’m not a teeth guy.’ I close my eyes briefly. ‘Just trying to help you out.’

			Don’t people want to know when they have lipstick on their teeth? I would, if I ever wore lipstick any more.

			She drags the back of her hand across her mouth once more, removing a layer of colour. ‘Oh, who cares anyway?’ she mutters.

			Her glare is so intense and her chin so set in fury that I’m considering answering this obviously rhetorical question when someone tugs at my elbow.

			‘Evening, ladies.’ My friend Chaz has popped up beside me, an impish expression on his face. ‘Is my friend bothering you?’ he asks the woman, pretend-­earnestly, indicating at me. She looks momentarily startled.

			
			

			‘Chaz.’ I yank my elbow away. ‘No, I’m not bothering her,’ I say, my sense of humour deserting me. ‘Sorry,’ I tell the woman, whose confusion is only growing. ‘He always does this. Just a running joke. You’re bothering me now,’ I tell him.

			‘Don’t worry, I’ll take her away,’ Chaz says reassuringly, still talking to the blonde. ‘I’ve got our drinks already.’

			‘Oh my God.’ I shake my head. ‘OK, well, have a super fun night,’ I say, raising a hand to the woman and, for some reason, doing a peace sign.

			She doesn’t respond as I breeze away as best I can. She just stares, and not in a complimentary way.

			‘Who was that?’ Chaz asks as we sit at a small table where he’s already set us up with drinks. I sling my leather jacket over the back of the chair.

			‘No idea,’ I say, flopping down. ‘Why must you always embarrass me as much as possible, is the real question.’

			We could have had a nice, innocent moment of flirtation, if only she’d been at all interested and not almost certainly straight. Her glimmer of surprise when Chaz got there suggests she wasn’t actually bothered by me, at least.

			‘I have to get my kicks somehow, Phil. And we’ve got big things to discuss. I had to get your attention. Here.’ Chaz pushes a pint towards me. ‘I have,’ he leans forward importantly, ‘a solution to all your problems.’

			Chaz has never been one for small talk. It would freak people out at school: the way he would start talking as though you were in the middle of a conversation. It used to annoy me, but if I consciously remind myself to relax, it’s fine. It actually takes the pressure off, having no idea what someone’s on about.

			
			

			‘Great news,’ I say. ‘I’ll drink to that.’

			He frowns as I clink my glass against his. ‘Seriously, Phil. All your problems.’

			I sit back and rest a hand on my leg. The pub is chatty, the light from the wall sconces glowing against the vividly patterned carpet. It’s surprisingly good vibes given it’s a Wednesday night in this nowhere town. ‘You don’t know what my problems are, Chaz.’

			We haven’t seen each other for a few weeks, although we both still live in this town where we grew up. Chaz spends his time holed up in a dark room coding or attending virtual conferences with names I don’t understand and using words like Artificial Intelligence, Analytics, Big Data. Meanwhile, I’m here.

			‘Don’t I?’ Chaz eyes me as he sips his Appletiser. ‘How’s your dad’s financial situation these days?’

			I frown. In a moment of tipsy weakness a few months ago, I told Chaz something I usually never talk about. I had hoped he’d forgotten.

			‘Are you going to be a dick this evening?’ I ask, instead of answering him. ‘Because if you are, I’ll attend to my other social engagements.’

			‘Sure,’ he scoffs. ‘And no, but,’ he leans closer, ‘has anything changed?’

			‘Why are you even asking?’ I snap. ‘Obviously not. Don’t you think I’d have quit my stupid shit jobs? Thrown a party?’

			‘OK, OK.’ If it wasn’t ridiculous, I’d say Chaz is . . . excited by this news. He’s staring at me with a strange gleam in his eye. ‘I have a proposition. I want you to meet someone.’

			
			

			‘Oh for—’ I slap my hand down. ‘No more blind dates! I’ve told you.’ I couldn’t be less in the mood. Before coming here, I popped home to check on Dad. He was on the couch holding an unopened envelope like he’d been there for a while. When he saw me, he shoved it down the couch arm as though that would stop me from noticing.

			Hopefully I’m being paranoid, but I’ll need to hunt it down later to check. If I leave the pub early, I’ll be home before he’s back from film club. It’s a weekly community centre event we both look forward to: him because they show classic romcoms he complains about but secretly loves; me because it gives me an entire evening per week blissfully alone in the house, secure in the knowledge my dad is somewhere fine and normal and unproblematic.

			‘Not for a date!’ Chaz’s fingers, which have been tapping on the table as though he’s typing, speed up. ‘For a heist.’

			Despite my mood and my urge to smack Chaz’s fingers away from their tippety-­tapping, which is making me want to scream, I snort. ‘A heist.’

			‘Yes. I’m not joking,’ he adds.

			I stare at him for a minute. ‘You’re not, are you? Go on then.’ I wave a hand. ‘Tell me more.’ This should at least pass the time. I stop myself from looking over my shoulder to see if the blonde woman is still there.

			‘His name is Miles,’ Chaz starts, taking another sip of his drink, ‘and he’s got a plan.’

			
			

			‘Whose name is Miles?’ I ask.

			‘This guy.’

			‘What guy?’

			‘The heist guy,’ he says as though I’m the one being annoying.

			‘Chaz.’ I rub the bridge of my nose. ‘What are you on about?’

			He looks pleased to have raised a reaction. ‘This guy Miles has this idea and can’t do it himself, but he saw me in the papers or something,’ he shrugs disdainfully, ‘and got in touch. Anyway, he’ll be here any minute.’

			‘You invited—’ I sit up. ‘Chaz!’

			‘What?’ The problem is Chaz genuinely believes this is a fine and normal thing to do. ‘Actually, I think that’s him now.’

			I whip round. A young man has pushed open the door of the pub. He’s wearing a greenish jacket with tartan on the turned-­over cuffs and an open, friendly expression. His wavy chestnut hair is glossy, like a racehorse, and carefully styled. I don’t watch the racing but my dad does.

			Chaz waves. ‘Miles!’

			Miles nods in recognition, clocks me, smiles inscrutably, then makes the universal I’ll-­just-­grab-­a-­drink gesture. 

			I grip Chaz’s wrist as Miles goes to the bar. ‘Why have you done this?’

			‘Because,’ he frowns, ‘I thought you’d be interested. Miles’s plan is a three-­person job. He asked if I knew anyone who could help and needs the money. So I thought of you.’

			‘Wow, thanks,’ I say. Just because I’ve known Chaz for years doesn’t make it any less shitty to hear that. ‘D’you think we’re in a knock-­off Ocean’s film? Come on.’

			
			

			‘But you do, don’t you? And you’d be good at it. We thought you should meet, so he can explain.’ His tone is so reasonable it suddenly makes me furious.

			‘Listen, you’re being scammed,’ I say, taking a gulp of beer. I just want to get home, even if home is . . . what it’s like. ‘Miles is a scam artist. I can tell you that for free. And I’m not interested in being scammed too. I have enough to worry about.’

			‘Are you leaving?’ Chaz exclaims as I scoop up my jacket.

			‘It’s been a long day.’ I take another slurp of beer, despite the bubbles from the last one still fizzing uncomfortably as they go down.

			‘I’m only trying to help.’ He looks confused more than anything. A pang of guilt sprouts in my chest. Chaz can’t help that he spends more time around computers than people. And I haven’t seen any of my friends for weeks. And I guess I am a tiny bit interested in what this so-­called Miles has to say about a heist.

			A heist.

			‘Fine,’ I relent. ‘But no signing me up to anything.’

			Chaz holds his hands up in surrender as Miles strolls over.

			‘You must be Phil,’ Miles says as he folds his long frame gracefully into the chair.

			‘Yep.’ I cross my arms.

			‘I’m Miles. Chaz told me about you.’ His voice is smooth honey with cut-­glass vowels.

			
			

			‘All good stuff, no doubt,’ I say, the requisite response to this statement. 

			He looks me up and down, taking in my black T-­shirt and tattooed arms.

			‘Oh yes,’ he purrs. His expression is pleasant, polite.

			‘So,’ I twist my pint on its coaster. ‘Shall we talk about why we’re here?’

			‘Absolutely.’ He smiles. ‘Thank you for agreeing to meet me.’

			It seems useless to mention that this wasn’t in my control, so I hold my tongue as he asks, ‘You know Felborough, right?’

			‘Er,’ I say. I can’t tell if he’s joking or this is an attempt to warm me up with the most tepid intro ever. Do I know the biggest and most famous botanic garden in the UK, if not the world, that’s ten minutes down the road from here? Why yes, Miles.

			‘I’ve sure heard of it.’ I shoot a glance at Chaz to ask, Is this guy for real?

			Unfortunately, Chaz, who often misses my telepathic communications, just nods placidly and says, ‘Great start.’

			‘We went on school trips there,’ I point out. ‘And you can look around this pub right now and point out at least three people who came to our town specifically to visit Felborough.’

			Even here, in this clearly local pub stubbornly ignoring the gentrification that’s already happened to the bars and restaurants closest to Felborough, it’s obvious. The couple over there in the corner, for example, the Americans I can hear from here, have definitely visited the gardens today. Even if they didn’t have a branded bag of gift shop loot with an excessively tall plant poking out the top, you’d know.

			
			

			There’s no other reason tourists come here. They’re even easier to spot when Felborough holds events. Exhibitions, Christmas-­lights walks; that kind of stuff. There was a thing a few years ago where they had a massive flower – Titan-­something – and people started pouring into our town to see it in the flesh (so to speak). There were obvious academic botanical types, carrying tote bags printed with their research institutes, and common or garden gardeners, with dirt under the fingernails and weathered complexions. The rest were general tourists, here for a day out to visit a big old flower and maybe buy a difficult-­to-­transport plant of their own to remember the experience.

			Miles nods once, then reaches into his jacket pocket. Before I can suppress a wild thought that he’s reaching for a gun or a custard pie, and then the follow-­up realisation of how little I’m reacting to either possibility, he pulls out a leaflet with Felborough’s distinctive green and white logo and places it on the table.

			Hmm. Felborough don’t normally advertise much; they don’t need to. So this must be a big event. Chaz and I lean in.

			It’s glossy, full colour. It proclaims in bold, curly letters, Presenting the Splendid Paradise Orchid for the First Time.

			Below, in even curlier font, it reads, Grand Reopening of Felborough Glasshouses.

			Other than the date – 1 June, just over a month away – and address, the flyer is taken up with a watercolour picture: an intricate building moulded from hundreds of panes that I recognise immediately as the Felborough glasshouses. In this image, they’re open at the front to reveal a huge deep-­blue flower. I raise an eyebrow. Either this rare orchid is the size of a car or the designer was given (or took) a lot of artistic licence.

			
			

			Also, there’s something very funny to me about a flower that literally has the word ‘splendid’ in the name. It’s confident, it’s assertive. It promises a lot.

			‘Um,’ I say, when no one’s said anything for almost a minute. ‘Just how splendid is this orchid?’

			‘Very,’ Miles murmurs. ‘A magnificent specimen.’ Then he looks up, into my eyes. His are dark blue, like the orchid petals. ‘Chaz says you might be interested in helping me steal it.’

			The lights in the pub flicker and his face blinks into shadow. Absolutely ridiculous timing.

			‘I never said that,’ I counter, squinting as the lights steady again. ‘Why do you want to steal a flower anyway?’

			Miles holds my gaze. Then he smiles slightly and, instead of answering, asks, ‘What do you know about Felborough, Phil?’

			‘Enough.’ I say. Other than the obvious, I know it’s a huge, fancy house that looks like a castle but which is now a science institute; it has gardens and glasshouses and a lake and probably thousands of botanical specimens. On a school trip, my class rampaged around some lawns and we were bundled into the coach early because someone tried to vandalise this weird fountain and we ‘weren’t being a credit to the school’. ‘It’s old, isn’t it? Historical and stuff.’

			
			

			Miles nods. ‘The house and gardens have been a phenomenon since the time of Henry VIII.’

			I’ve not visited for years. But it’s coming back to me. Memories swim to the surface of an avenue of towering trees and bright flowers.

			‘The gardens have a huge collection,’ Miles continues, ‘but the rarest plants are kept in the glasshouses.’ A strange expression flits across his face. It’s gone before I can parse it. ‘That’s where the Splendid Paradise Orchid is.’

			I look back down at the picture. Miles’s air reminds me of someone standing in front of a crowd and declaiming the word of the Lord. It’s unsettling, in a sexy way. His annoying posh voice is smooth like a secret and I want him to tell me things I already know in a manner I wouldn’t even find annoying until reflecting on it later.

			I drag my gaze up to find his eyes boring into mine, his stare so heavy my back prickles with warmth.

			‘I want this orchid, Phil,’ he says, his voice low, treacly. ‘And I think you can help me get it.’

			The moment hangs in the air. No one moves; even Chaz doesn’t fidget. Then Miles sits back, reaching for his pint. I release a breath and take a long drag of mine too, finishing it off. This is all a lot.

			‘Right, well.’ I push my chair out. ‘This has been interesting. But I should go. No, don’t get up,’ I add, as Miles half-­rises.

			I think he’s about to protest but instead, after a pause, he holds out his hand. ‘Meet me tomorrow?’

			I focus on it. He’s wearing a signet ring with a seal that looks like a lion holding a snake in its mouth. All of this is a red flag for me personally, but when I look into his face, it’s open, trustworthy.

			
			

			‘Where?’ I ask, to my own surprise. I meant to say ‘Why?’

			‘I’ll text you the address.’

			‘You haven’t got my number.’

			‘I’ll get it from Chaz.’ He tilts an eyebrow, asking my permission.

			‘Fine,’ I give in. It would be stupid to meet him, obviously. But I’ve not come across anyone like Miles in a long time. At least he’s interesting. Maybe he’d actually be the answer to all my problems.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Two

			I tut at the very idea all the way home. I just allowed a posh, shiny man to flirt with me. I don’t like posh, shiny men. I remember that, now I’m away from him. Miles can’t just rock up and ask me to participate in a heist, at Felborough of all places. It must be the most highly guarded location for a hundred miles.

			I don’t need him. I’m going to win the lottery; that’s my plan. Not a great plan, maybe, especially as I never buy lottery tickets. After what’s happened to my dad, I’ll never touch anything even resembling gambling. But it’s fine; I have other options. Loads, in fact.

			‘Dad?’ I call out of habit as I let myself in, giving the door the little kick it needs to encourage it to open.

			To my surprise, my dad hurries out of the living room. ‘Hi, love,’ he says, too brightly, brushing off the ratty brown jumper he wears most days. ‘I was just thinking of heading out.’

			
			

			‘Why aren’t you at film club?’ I ask, suspicions immediately firing at level one hundred. He shouldn’t be here! They were watching You’ve Got Mail! That’s got a run time of almost two hours, I checked. I should have another half-hour at least.

			My dad is angling his body in the living-room doorway, trying to shield something from my view. But I’m quite tall, five-­eight, and he’s getting shorter every year, so it’s not hard to peer over his shoulder to see . . . something smouldering in the fireplace. 

			‘What’s that?’ I demand.

			‘What?’ he asks, guarded.

			I point. ‘Does the fireplace even work? I thought the chimney was blocked off.’

			‘Nothing,’ he says, resting his hands together. The sight makes my own fingers clench in response. He’s getting itchy fingers.

			I take hold of him by the shoulder. ‘Dad, are you OK?’

			I’m desperate to rush to the fireplace, shake an answer out of him, force him to tell me what was on that paper, if he’s burning old betting slips or bills or, or . . . whatever it was he doesn’t want me to know about. Why didn’t he go to the film? What’s happened?

			But experience has hammered home that it doesn’t work like that. I take a deep breath, staring at him as I do, squeezing his shoulder gently. Sometimes it works to make him take a deep breath too, as long as he doesn’t realise he’s doing it.

			‘Why don’t I make us a tea?’ I say. ‘And I’ll have some toast. Have you eaten?’

			
			

			He looks past me, like a drowning man offered a lifeline made of gossamer. We stand there in a deadlock for a moment. I clench my jaw to prevent the shouting inside my head from spilling out: Don’t go. Talk to me.

			Then he nods. ‘OK. I’ll have a tea.’

			I pat his shoulder. ‘Great.’

			In the kitchen, I take the fidget toy from the bowl on the shelf and pop it in the middle of the table by Dad’s usual seat, as though it’s been there all day. He uses it like a stress ball when I remind him so subtly that he thinks it’s his idea.

			He sits, absently picking it up. He starts to fiddle with it. I breathe the kind of sigh I imagine a bomb-disposal expert would give after a successful mission.

			I make us tea and toast: his with marmalade, mine with Marmite. Back in the living room, Dad clicks the TV on. Moments later, women in frilly period dresses promenade across a field as he settles onto the couch, fidget toy spinning away in one hand. Could be Downton or an Austen film.

			Dad got into watching this stuff after Mum left. Place a bet, have a beer, watch a period drama. I don’t think anyone would have predicted it. But it does maintain the illusion that he’s having a wholesome time, despite all evidence to the contrary.

			And I admit it’s soothing at times like this. The tension slowly notches down over the next hour or so as we both start to breathe normally again. At last, as the credits roll, he stretches and says, ‘I’ll be off to bed. Night, love.’

			No mention of the weirdness or break in routine. But at least he left his fidget toy down here, which means he’s relaxed enough not to need it.

			
			

			As soon as his bedroom door clicks shut, I rush to investigate the fireplace. All that’s left in the grate is ash and a few scraps of paper that disintegrate when I try to sift through them.

			I can just make out the word ‘default’ on one. ‘Payment’, clear in black and white, on another. I drop to a seat on the floor, heart thumping.

			I sort the recycling every week. We don’t talk about it but Dad knows I go through his letters. I need to know what’s going on; one of us needs to have a handle on things. He lets me do it, usually.

			Has he lost more money? Is he gambling again? The familiar spiral takes off, swirling through me. Oh God. Not after all my efforts, not when I’ve barely got a grip on our situation as it is. What is he hiding?

			If he’s going to these lengths to destroy the letter, it must be serious.

			Panic thunders through my chest. This can’t be happening, not when it finally seemed like things were getting better. I haven’t had to intervene like that for months. He hasn’t had a proper lapse in over a year. Something must’ve happened.

			I go up to bed and lie there in the dark, fully dressed. I don’t know how much longer we can live like this. Images flit past my closed eyelids: my dad’s sad brown jumper, the words ‘default’ and ‘payment’. A deep blue orchid, as big as a car. Chaz’s innocent face, saying, ‘You need the money.’

			
			

			I grit my teeth and pull the pillow over my head. Then I sit up again. This is not what I do. I need more information. So, one step at a time.

			 

			Half an hour later, I drop my phone onto the duvet and rub my eyes. I don’t know what Miles’s game is and I definitely don’t trust him – and yet. Several tabs are open on my phone and my head is spinning.

			The Felborough website looks up at me from where my phone landed. The site’s tasteful dark green and white scheme, all the nice pictures of plants, the way the awards are listed at the bottom of every page, are mocking me.

			 

			About us

			Felborough Botanic Gardens, sometimes called the jewel of the European botanical scene, is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and centre for research excellence. Our mission, as an organisation with charitable status, is to sustain the biodiversity of our planet and undertake crucial work on conservation.

			We house a vast, rich variety of plant life, with more than 30,000 specimens in our living collection and over a million preserved specimens.

			Felborough itself encompasses what was once the estate belonging to the Mountjoy family. It comprises Felborough Hall, famously once occupied by Anne Boleyn for a brief period in 1530, the fishing lake, hundreds of acres of parkland and, of course, the glasshouses.

			
			

			The glasshouses themselves are masterpieces of engineering, built in the late 1800s . . .

			 

			I tap away when I receive a message from Chaz. He’s sent a LinkedIn profile in response to my earlier question of, Who the hell is this guy? A photo of Miles appears, wearing a dark suit and a smirk, when I click on it. Miles DeLancy. Business Intelligence and Proactive Designs, whatever that means.

			He graduated from Oxford five years ago, almost exactly when I would have graduated if I’d stuck it out, rather than dropping out of university shortly before finishing my first year. Uni wasn’t for me. That’s what I tell people who ask. Not that many do, these days.

			I scroll down Miles’s profile. He did rowing and studied PPE. Google tells me this doesn’t refer to personal protective equipment but is, in fact, Politics, Philosophy and Economics: the degree course that nearly every one of our ‘old boy’ prime ministers has done. So that doesn’t bode well.

			Is that meant to convince me? I text Chaz. He still seems like a scammer, just a posh one.

			Clicking away from LinkedIn – worst site in the world – I return to the Felborough website and find the link to another page, which I keep reading and rereading.

			 

			
			

			Upcoming Event: Splendid Paradise Orchid Flowering

			A new species of orchid was recently discovered by Richard Hook in the conflict-­afflicted Darien Gap which spans the border between Colombia and Panama. This swathe of rainforest is one of the most dangerous in the world. It is roadless, wild and carries enormous risk for those who attempt to cross.

			Its many natural dangers include snakes, poison dart frogs and jaguars, but far more deadly are the area’s numerous drug traffickers, paramilitary forces and guerrilla fighters. Migrants must brave this deadly journey through swamps and mountains in the attempt to reach Central America; tourists are warned to stay away.

			Our international reputation at Felborough for plant conservation and our focus on flowers allows us to make a strong case for the benefit of sharing specimens internationally. The Colombian and Panamanian governments have generously given their permission to bring back a single specimen: the Calanthe Caerulissimus Hookiae or the Splendid Paradise Orchid.

			It will be nurtured and studied here at Felborough: the first time this magnificent orchid, whose properties are yet unknown, is grown in captivity.

			 

			
			

			I see why they call it the Splendid Paradise Orchid. Calanthe carry-­whatnot doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue. 

			Something about the story sends a tingle down my spine. I’m not sure if I’m nervous or excited or if the text just paints an effectively dramatic picture. They obviously have a good marketing team.

			A message from Chaz in response to mine. Babe, white collar crime doesn’t count.

			YES IT DOES, I type back. Then I make a mental note to look up prison time for orchid offences.

			My phone rings. ‘Please, Phil,’ Chaz whines when I answer. ‘Everything’s so boring. This town is desperate, but this is finally something interesting for once. And it won’t be possible or, crucially, fun without you. And we never hang out any more.’

			I rub my forehead. ‘Why can’t you just entertain yourself with your usual genre of criminal activity? Go and hack something or break into a building.’

			‘I’ve done everything already. Go on, just meet us tomorrow. You can always back out later, once you have all the lovely facts.’ He’s mocking me but also himself; Chaz loves facts as much as I do. ‘Plus, you love historical shit. And you’ll get to see inside Felborough Hall. They’re renovating it, did you know? Once-in-a-lifetime stuff, mate.’

			I sigh. Although not technically relevant, that’s harder to argue with.

			‘And Miles likes you already,’ Chaz presses his advantage. ‘He’s willing to split the proceeds. One hundred grand each.’

			
			

			I roll my eyes to hide the lurch in my stomach at these words. ‘Goodbye, Chaz.’

			But after we’ve hung up, the number keeps flashing in my mind. One hundred thousand pounds.

			Think what I could do with that money. It kind of would solve all my problems, just like Chaz said. All the problems I know about, anyway, and maybe the new ones too. It’s almost exactly the amount Dad owed, last time I checked.

			Well. By ‘checked’, I mean I forced him to talk about it after his last lapse when I realised if we didn’t, I might actually explode. We both hated the conversation so much we could hardly look at each other for a week; him because he was humiliated and me because . . . well. Because I was both furious and pitying. It was a heady mix of rage at someone who was meant to be a parent refusing their role and gambling away all our savings and pure tragic pity at the grip of this addiction. No wonder we couldn’t face each other.

			Recently, he seemed kind of OK. It’s not easy with him not being able to work since his health stuff, but he’s been mostly keeping to the careful routine we set up and he’s seemed fairly calm. I thought I knew where he was at these days. But after this evening maybe I don’t at all.

			One hundred grand, though.

			It’s stupid and it will almost definitely end with all of us in jail. But what if I gave it a go? One big push to give Dad and me a fresh start.

			Dad’s life could be saved and mine could begin.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Three

			So that’s how I find myself the next evening, after a day that’s passed predictably slowly at a shit temp job I’ve somehow been doing for three years to fill the gaps between cinema shifts, driving to meet Miles and Chaz.

			Stuck in traffic, I can’t think about the ridiculousness of what I’m doing, so I pass the time fretting about my dad. If I force myself to be honest, something I hate to do, he’s been odd for a while. Then again, it’s hard to know what ‘normal’ looks like.

			My mum’s parents warned her against marrying a ‘no-­hoper’ like my dad. He owned a little shop when they met, selling fishing tackle and shotguns for clay-­pigeon shooting. Mum didn’t like the guns and live bait in wriggly boxes, and trade was drying up anyway, so he sold up, started working as a handyman for a firm.

			But he got injured on the job when I was a teenager; blamed his own clumsiness, although I’ve never seen him clumsy. Signed off work on long-­term sick leave, he was just . . . stuck. Fortunately, ‘people like him’ don’t ‘get depressed’. They simply ‘get on with it’. So that’s lucky. Around that time, he took up gambling, which looks so shiny and carefree in the adverts, and Mum started to drift away. And so began the first spiral.

			
			

			We’ve had cycles of up and down ever since. He’s tried working again on and off, but too much exertion just results in another health crash. A setback a few years ago caused another swoop into the addiction abyss, but we clawed our way out. I really dared to hope things would continue.

			But now I admit it: he’s been different recently. Normally mild-­mannered to a fault, Dad snapped at me the other day when I asked what he wanted for dinner. He barely reacted when the new Bridgerton season came out, even though he loved the last one. We’ve not had a charity shop antiques trip for ages. Since we sold the last chair he restored for less than we hoped, he’s had the same upcycling project on the go for over a month, even though he usually works on them obsessively until they’re finished.

			At least he has his weekly routine to ground him: coffee morning at the community centre on Tuesdays, film club on Wednesdays, meet-ups with his weird friend Gerald for a stroll on Thursdays. Gerald always sends me a thumb-­like selfie of the two of them by some anonymous patch of greenery, taken from below to showcase their chins. I always reply something excessively cheery: Looking good, you two! or Good day for it!

			
			

			Although now I think of it, Gerald didn’t send me anything last week. The realisation makes my heart stutter, then race. This sounds like nothing, I know. But routine is important for my dad. Routine makes me trust that he’s doing OK. That he’s not lying. That he’s fine.

			I’ve been too busy, or too cowardly, to question it. But what if I’ve dropped the ball and it’s already too late?

			 

			I pick up Chaz and drive until Maps takes me straight past the turn for Felborough and on up the hill to, apparently, the middle of nowhere; nothing in sight but hedges and fields. I have no idea why Miles asked us to meet here. I pull over at a passing place anyway, wheels spinning in the mud, and park.

			‘Hi there.’ Miles, wearing a loose linen shirt and sunglasses, leans against his car, hands in his pockets as he watches us climb out. All his clothes look so chill and unintentional they must have been outrageously expensive. ‘Thanks for coming.’

			We look at each other for a moment, ignoring the sounds of Chaz slipping briefly into the hedge as he clambers around the car bonnet. Like yesterday, Miles reminds me irresistibly of a racehorse: skittish and glossy.

			After enough of a pause that I tug at my jacket just for something to do, Chaz brushes off his hands in Miles’s direction and announces, ‘Anyway, hi, we’re all here.’

			Miles gives a slight start and says, ‘Right. Shall we?’

			He leads us through a gap in the hedge signposted as a public walkway. We stride uphill along a path that edges a muddy field, some crop or other growing in rows. It’s cloudy and humid. The one benefit of my office job is the lack of dress code, a pleasant change from my dreadful cinema regulation polo shirt. But I’m quickly too warm in my jacket and belted black trousers as we walk, like a goth gentleman pirate who forgot to check the weather.

			
			

			Miles seems content with silence, or he’s playing mind games to freak us out. Chaz seems relaxed too, if it weren’t for the mud and general nature. This is the closest to hiking he’ll have done in . . . ever. We follow the field around, the path now sloping upwards more steeply. I sling my jacket over my shoulder. Miles shows no sign of effort, apart from a slight dampening at his forehead, visible when he turns.

			‘Almost there,’ he says.

			I raise my eyebrows and concentrate on not tripping over the clods of mud a tractor has carefully laid out directly where I’m trying to walk. We crest the hill and stop, looking out over the view.

			Below, nestled in a valley, is Felborough. The huge building is made up of three sections of warm yellow stone, the two wings sweeping away in a horseshoe shape. It’s pocked with hundreds of windows and balconies, topped with crenelations and towers like the best sandcastle ever.

			Around it, the gardens stretch for miles: a pool of vivid green lawn with a circular fountain big enough to be visible from here, a sprawling walled garden, patches of trees and bushes and flowerbeds. At the back, partly hidden by the surrounding forest, are the glasshouses. A glimmer of smooth glass is visible through the trees, and a sense of bulk.

			
			

			Miles is watching for my reaction. ‘What do you make of it?’

			It’s impressive, honestly. It’s as big as I remember, unusual for things that you see as a child and return to as an adult. Despite its enormity and the scaffolding masking a section of its façade, the Hall manages to give the effect of symmetry and grace. It’s the kind of stunning stately home where a man-with-a-good-fortune-in-want-of-a-wife would live if, as I learnt yesterday from the website, it hadn’t been turned into laboratories and offices in the fifties after the family who owned it finally sold up and moved out.

			I school my face into neutrality. ‘Not a bad view.’

			Chaz shrugs, bent over with both hands braced on his knees as he catches his breath. ‘I’d take it.’

			Miles nods, smiling slightly. ‘Good, isn’t it? Even with the scaffolding. It’s been closed to the public for renovations for a few weeks and to accommodate the settling of the orchid. But they’re going ahead with the grand reopening next month.’

			‘So what’s the plan?’ I ask as we wander on.

			‘I have this contact: a collector. Kind of a tough guy, but he’s set his heart on the orchid. He’s willing to pay a significant sum for it.’

			I raise my eyebrows. It’s amazing what rich people will spend their money on. ‘What makes this orchid so special?’

			‘Just that it’s a brand-­new species,’ Miles says, his voice casual, ‘never grown in captivity. Quite famous though. Darwin mentioned it in his diaries, although he never found one. And—’

			
			

			‘Sorry, Darwin?’ I interrupt. Chaz, who’s red-­faced and out of breath from the climb, finds the energy to give me a sardonic look. ‘What? He’s a famous guy! A history guy.’

			‘Can’t believe this is the moment that piques your interest, you awful nerd,’ Chaz wheezes.

			‘It flowers every ten years, they think,’ Miles continues, as though Chaz hasn’t spoken. ‘If they manage to time their reopening to coincide with it blooming, it’ll be a real coup for Felborough. And, of course,’ he goes on, his tone just as light, ‘it would be a huge embarrassment if something were to happen to it. They’ll have people coming from all over for the event.’

			The Hall looks placidly back at us in the distance. 

			‘What if, in the very moment of the unveiling, the curtain was drawn back to reveal . . .’ Miles lifts a hand to sketch in the air. ‘Nothing. A blank space where the flower was.’

			For once, I’m lost for words. Miles sounds . . . I suppose it technically makes sense.

			‘So,’ I say, ‘where do we come into this?’

			‘I knew I wouldn’t be able to do it alone,’ Miles says. ‘And, believe it or not, there isn’t huge scope for renowned organised heist teams in this town. So when I found an article about Chaz and his . . . skills, I got in touch.’

			‘Ah,’ I nod. A while ago, Chaz got caught in a stupid hacking stunt. Like a hackathon but less legal. None of us knew until he was hauled into the police station early one morning, still wearing his PJs. He always wears a matching set, like an old man or an Edwardian child.

			
			

			‘Why didn’t you hide your tracks?’ I asked when I phoned to tell him what a stupid idiot he was. ‘Isn’t that, like, hacking 101?’

			‘My sweet Phil,’ he’d crooned, back home, his keyboard clicking in the background as he did something else devious, probably. ‘Then how would they know it was me?’

			I later learnt he’d hacked the police database to demonstrate how easy it was and changed all the officers’ names to his own. They were so embarrassed they let him off with a job offer to fix their shitty security. Chaz refused but photos of him strolling out of the police station in his PJs were published in the local paper and online, with a short article using the phrases ‘wunderkind’ and ‘tech prodigy’. Chaz was irritated at being called a wunderkind, aged twenty-­six. But his baby face has always been misleading.

			We’ve reached the end of the field. Miles offers me a hand over the stile, which I decline.

			‘I’ve checked their security system and any fool could hack it,’ he says as I hop over. ‘So that’ll be easy for Chaz. But the other information doesn’t exist online. Where the orchid is stored, how to keep it alive for the sale. So we need another team member. Someone to do some recon. And that’s where you’ll come in.’

			I bite my lip. ‘Why me?’

			‘We need you, Phil,’ Chaz says instantly. ‘You’re good at talking. You can get people to do stuff for you.’

			‘Being called manipulative isn’t the compliment you think,’ I say.

			
			

			‘Listen.’ Miles rests a hand on the fence, exchanging a glance with Chaz. Clearly, it’s his turn to tag in. They probably planned this. ‘Felborough isn’t just any old botanic garden. It’s the precious gem of the UK botanical scene, or whatever they love to call it. Why else do you think this orchid’s there? Nowhere else in the country, probably the world, is better equipped to take care of it.’

			‘Sure,’ I agree. This isn’t doing anything to help his point but is, at least, definitely true. A lovely, certain fact.

			‘And that means it’s hard to get into, it’s well-­protected and people love it. Chaz has the brains, I’ve got the connections, but we need someone to charm their way in, get on their good side, make them trust you. Make them like you. There’s no one better for the job.’ He smiles. Miles’s jawline is as strong as his conviction. His fingers wrapping round the fence post are elegant, the fingertips disarmingly blunt-­edged.

			I clear my throat and look away. ‘I mean, thanks for the compliment. But you don’t even know me.’

			‘But I do.’ Chaz has tagged in again. ‘Phil! We’ve done this before. You can talk your way out of anything. Remember Choco-­dealers?’

			I’m unable to prevent a sigh of laughter. ‘Seriously? Choco-­dealers?’

			He’s staring at me intently. I shake my head, grinning. This is the stupidest angle they could have chosen. Chaz is referring to a brief but very special period when healthy eating became something schoolkids did in the UK. Thanks, Jamie Oliver.

			I was new to the school; we’d moved after my dad’s shop closed. In the playground, trying to figure out which group to join, I was in a perfect position to witness a blonde girl I’d already identified as Queen Bee or Queen-­Bee-­Adjacent, screech, ‘Eww, gross,’ and slap away the hand Chaz was holding out to her. ‘Why is it sticky?’

			
			

			‘It’s wrapped,’ I heard Chaz point out calmly. ‘Even if it was sticky, it wouldn’t be on the chocolate, would it?’

			‘You’re such a weirdo.’

			He shrugged. I watched in amazement at his total lack of discouragement as he turned to another girl and asked, ‘How about you, Denise? Can I interest you in a Bounty for a quid?’ Screams of disgust followed him across the playground as he ambled over to me. ‘Bounty for a quid?’

			I pointed out that this was a rip-off, given that, before all the chocolate and sweets had been replaced with apples and cereal bars, the vending machine used to sell them for 60p.

			His eyes crinkled. ‘They don’t any more, do they?’

			The open-hearted audacity of it. I couldn’t help laughing and he laughed as well, sudden and surprising. Looking into his eyes, a deep, sparkling brown, was like falling into a chaotic abyss – my first glimpse into Chaz’s soul. Clearly a loner, but in no way downtrodden, he gave the strong impression of being very difficult to bully.

			I befriended most of our year in the end, but I kept coming back to Chaz. He was then, as now, just a weird little guy. And I was desperate for fun and silliness, an escape from my sad, quiet household where my parents didn’t speak to each other and if I wanted jokes I had to make them myself. With an amoral chaos demon like Chaz around, there was never a shortage.

			
			

			Choco-­dealers was our first (and last) business venture. By the end of its career, Chaz was buying multipack chocolate bars with his mum on her weekly shop and bringing them to school tucked into his inner blazer pockets. He’d dramatically fling open his jacket to reveal the loot and I’d approach our customers to do the talking.

			‘It was so good! You were such a strong business partner,’ Chaz says now, perched on top of the stile. ‘Choco-­dealers would have been nothing without you. Remember when Mrs Hopkins found us selling during English and instead of giving us detention you got her to buy three Twixes?’

			I shift my weight to the other leg and sigh. It was all so long ago. ‘She was obviously having a bad day. Didn’t I give her one for free?’

			‘Oh yeah. Not that strong a business partner, actually.’

			‘The point is,’ Miles says, presumably keen to head off any more nostalgia trips, ‘we need you, Phil, because you’d be good at this. And I hear your research skills aren’t bad either. That’s important too. We need someone who’s observant and interested.’

			‘I bet as soon as you got home last night you started Googling Felborough and making notes,’ Chaz chimes in. ‘Didn’t you?’

			‘Shut up,’ I say, without malice. I haven’t made any notes. Just a couple of lines on my phone to remind myself of key points. There’s a lot more to do. Or there would be, if I was going ahead with this.

			
			

			‘And,’ Miles clears his throat, ‘Chaz says he won’t do it without you.’

			I laugh. There it is.

			‘Here’s the plan,’ Miles says, ‘so you have the facts. Felborough are bringing on volunteers to get everything ready for the grand reopening. You’ll be one of them. You’ll find out about the orchid, the security, the care: everything we need to know in order to steal it.’

			Chaz jumps off the stile as I digest this. Felborough has several hundred employees, according to its website – gardeners, scientists, volunteers. So at least blending in wouldn’t be too hard. But this volunteering sounds an awful lot like working without being paid. Which I can’t afford to do. Then again, if the outcome is a huge payout it might be worth it. Could Dad and I scrape through, just for a few weeks? His benefits barely cover anything, but my temping is flexible and I could let the cinema know a change in my availability.

			I can’t believe I’m seriously considering this.

			Ahead, a little terrier comes nosing round the corner. It’s dark blonde and hairy with a luxurious moustache and eyebrows, busily snuffling through the undergrowth. The sight makes me smile, a welcome distraction from this stressful heist talk.

			Miles curls his lip as the dog wanders into the middle of the path. Miles tries to go round and the dog moves right too; Miles goes left and so does the dog. Chaz hiccoughs with laughter.

			
			

			‘Shoo!’ Miles makes a jabbing motion at the dog, who braces its stocky legs and growls at him.

			‘Eva!’ comes a call, followed by hurrying footsteps. ‘What are you—’

			Someone appears and abruptly stops, seeing the stand-­off. A funny flicker twists in my stomach.

			It’s the woman from the pub. She’s wearing a dark green fleece today and no makeup, her hair plaited away from her face, but it’s definitely the same woman. Her eyes flare in recognition as they fall on me.

			Miles snaps, ‘Call off your bloody dog!’ just as she clicks and says, ‘Eva, here.’

			The dog throws Miles a filthy look and returns. Miles shakes his head. ‘What a menace. You can’t have a dog going round growling at people.’

			He rolls his eyes at me as though I’m going to back him up. I look away, embarrassed for some reason.

			The woman gives him a look reminiscent of the one Eva just shot his way and says, ‘You’re the first person she’s growled at in months.’ She makes eye contact with me. ‘And fancy seeing you here, not a teeth guy.’

			I can’t believe she remembered that. ‘Nice to see you too,’ I say, deciding the best approach is to pretend everything is totally normal.

			‘Keep your boyfriend under control,’ she spits as she walks away.

			
			

			‘Keep your dog—’ Miles starts to yell, but she’s gone before I can dissect my urge to shout, He’s not my boyfriend!

			We walk on in a slightly awkward silence. Maybe Miles is scared of dogs. To be fair, none of us were at our best in that interaction. It must be exhausting for that woman to be so enraged all the time. I’m way too tired to keep that up. Eva’s a cute name for a dog, though.

			The path continues through the woods, following the hill down. Felborough recedes out of sight. 

			Miles’s plan, although basic, does technically make sense. And, if the security system is as old-­fashioned as he makes it out to be, a heist might not be that hard.

			But . . . ‘Why do you want to steal this orchid, anyway?’ I ask. ‘There must be quicker ways to get your hands on a heap of cash if you’re willing to break the law.’

			A moment passes. Then Miles stops walking and says, ‘It’s not just the money . . . Where do you think Felborough gets all these rare plants?’

			‘Um.’ I can’t tell if he’s taking the piss. ‘You tell me.’

			‘They steal them,’ he says simply, his voice resonant with suppressed anger. ‘Maybe you know this from your research,’ he raises his eyebrows and, for some stupid reason, I blush, ‘but this orchid is from the Darien Gap. It’s an area filled with narcos and violence. And this explorer just goes in there, entitled as anything, and takes one of their orchids? As if they don’t have enough problems. It’s fucked up.’ He shakes his head. ‘And then what do Felborough do?’

			I shrug. He’s not really asking.

			
			

			‘They lock them away.’ He kicks at the ground, unearthing a stone with his shoe. ‘No one else is allowed to grow them or own them or look at them without permission. They’re literally privatising plants. And they charge us our hard-­earned money to visit.’ It crosses my mind to ask what Miles does for a job, but he continues before I can. ‘And all the other countries where the plants actually grow? They’re being deforested and destroyed. But Felborough doesn’t care about helping with any of that as long as they have their display plants.’ He laughs, as if in disbelief. ‘Which are stolen. It’s not right.’

			I think my expression of deep scepticism is obvious because he smiles ruefully. ‘I know not everyone cares about things like this. But it’s morally wrong. But more importantly,’ he turns to me. I squint up against the brightness of the sky. His hair really is so glossy. ‘They’re profiting while people like you, Phil . . . Your dad’s in debt, right?’ He holds his hands up when I flinch. ‘That’s all I know, promise. Chaz said you’re private and I respect that. I’m the same. But you’ve been working to fix it, haven’t you?’

			He waits. I don’t know where he’s going with this. But I can’t deny it. Eventually, I nod.

			‘But no matter how hard you try, doesn’t it feel like everything is rigged against you?’

			The hours I’ve spent becoming an expert in the system. The hoops they make you jump through to access basic dignity. The humiliating, dehumanising disability assessments that my dad won’t – can’t? – do unless I force him, that we spend months dreading, then months recovering from, just to keep his joke of a ‘benefits’ package. The money we’re disqualified from because I ‘earn too much’, although to describe my wages like that is laughable. The impossibility of ever digging our way out of this pit.

			
			

			Miles’s voice is insistent, his handsome face leaning closer. ‘Felborough is rich and successful and it doesn’t care about the people in the community. You’ve seen the way our town’s being gentrified. They’re working to uphold the rigged system that’s never, ever given you a break.’ He tilts an eyebrow. ‘So why not help dismantle it?’
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