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For my family.
 When cast into troubled waters, we are kept afloat by the stories we tell.
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Chapter One

Flora trod carefully through the jungle, excitement stirring in her belly. She pushed past thick vines which hung from colossal trees and dodged the reaching leaves and flowers of countless tropical plants, knowing her destination  couldn’t be much further.

The canopy above her was alive with the echoing sounds of the creatures that called the jungle home. Bright birds whistled and sang as they swooped through the trees, their colourful feathers flashing against the green leaves. In the distance, a family of monkeys called to one another as they swung from branch to branch.

She was nearly there.

But as she pushed one more branch aside, she found herself teetering on the edge of a huge and unexpected ravine. She stumbled in surprise, one foot slipping and sending mud skittering down into the abyss far, far below. The dizzying drop made her head spin for a second before she managed to grab on to a vine to steady herself.

Suddenly, a low growl behind her made her turn around very . . . slowly . . . A jaguar stood behind her, its eyes staring, its teeth bared. It took a step towards her, but Flora thought fast! She grabbed tightly on to a hanging vine and swung across the ravine—

“There you are!” Flora’s father poked his head around the door. His dark hair stuck up in strange places like he had forgotten to brush it, and his brown eyes twinkled with a thousand ideas. He gave a broad smile at the sight of Flora sitting at her easel. “Time to get ready.”

Flora quickly began to pack up her paints. She could feel the daydream slowly dissolving away in her mind. The jungle, and the jaguar, would have to wait.

“Oh, this is wonderful,” her father said, leaning close to inspect her painting of a hibiscus flower. The real flower sat in front of them, its petals the colour of a setting sun. “How well you’ve captured the details . . . those oranges and yellows . . .”

“Didn’t you say we needed to leave?” Flora said, laughing.

“Oh! Quite so, quite so . . .” Her father straightened, but still looked lost in thought. He clapped his hands. “Yes, right. I shall meet you in the hallway in five minutes. We have a big day ahead of us!”

Alone, Flora tried to rub the paint from her hands. As it did after every conversation, Flora’s mind sifted through the words she’d just heard, then offered them back to her in strange combinations that seemed to soothe an itch in her brain. Orange details.  Five orange  minutes.  Big day, big day.

She said “big day” out loud and clapped her hands, but it wasn’t on purpose. Sometimes she did and said things without meaning to. Her father called these things her tics.

As she got ready to go, Flora saw a new smudge of paint on her dress. I don’t have time for this, she thought as she frantically tried to clean it. It was times like these when she desperately missed her mother, who had died when she was five. She had been kind – and very organised. Her father always said she looked like her mother, with light brown hair, prominent front teeth and freckles, and the thought always made Flora smile. She wished her mother could have been there for her father’s important day: giving his lecture to the Royal Scientific Society.

Flora hoped she could keep her tics under control. They were always worse when she was anxious, and as they walked through the busy streets to the Royal Society, Flora had never been so anxious in her life.

“Tell me about your trip to Isla Panacea,” she said to her father, hoping to distract herself. The urge to tic rose up and she clicked her tongue twice.

He smiled. “Again?”

She grinned back. “Again.”
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“Well,” he began as they crossed a road filled with carriages, “a long time ago, I went on an expedition to the heart of a rainforest on a tiny island—”

“In the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, called Isla Panacea!” Flora finished.

Her father laughed. “Quite so! Perhaps you should be telling me the story?”

“All right . . .” Flora thought for a moment. “You went to Isla Panacea a long time ago, before I was born. There, you did lots of important research and learned about new plants and animals. And, most importantly, you met the forest people of the island, who saved your life!”

Her father nodded, coughing a little. “Absolutely right. They cured me from a terrible fever with medicine made from a plant which they called el loto dorado. We know it as the legendary golden lotus, which can cure any illness.”

“So if your lecture goes well, you could get the funding to go back there?” Flora asked.

“That’s what I’m hoping. If I could study it further, it could change the world.” He paused on the corner of a street, catching his breath. Flora tugged on his hand, afraid they might be late.

“It would be my first expedition,” Flora said excitedly. She imagined herself in the rainforest, exploring and being brave. She hoped there were no jaguars on Isla Panacea . . .

“You will have an important job illustrating all the new plants we find.” Her father stopped again to cough, making Flora frown. Was he sick? But he smiled and shook his head.

“It’s just the London smog, nothing to worry about. I’ll be right as rain once we’re breathing the  fresh air of Isla Panacea!”

It wasn’t long before they reached a grand building with a gold sign at the door that said:
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They were led through room after room, all filled with large leather chairs and people looking suspiciously down their noses at them. It was odd that there were no plants or animals in sight. Weren’t these people meant to be scientists?

Finally they were led to a door with a sign on it saying “Today’s Lecture: Augustus Stormer on the Golden Lotus”. Flora felt such a burst of pride  seeing her father’s name.

“This is where I leave you,” her father whispered. “Go and find yourself a seat, and I’ll see you when I’m on the stage. Make sure you give me a wave!”

Flora nodded obediently, even though really she wanted to stay with him. As her father walked away, she wished she had said good luck. Instead, she took a deep breath and entered the lecture hall.

Biting her lip, she looked about for an empty seat. Before she could reach the one in the front row, however, she was aggressively pushed aside by another member of the audience. The man, about her father’s age, had fancy clothes and a pointed black moustache and beard.
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“Out of my way! Don’t you know who I am?” he shouted before sitting down with a flap of his coat-tails. Flora had no idea who he was, but was happy enough to find a seat far away from him.

Without her father, Flora began to feel very anxious indeed. She didn’t like being around lots of other people – she much preferred staying at home where there was no one to make fun of her. The worse she felt, the more she needed to tic. The need to clench and unclench her fist started nagging her, getting worse and worse until she couldn’t stop doing it. At least it wasn’t making a sound.

Then her father was on-stage.

“Many of you will have heard of the legendary golden lotus and its ability to cure all ails. I put it to you, sirs, that it is no legend at all, but a very real chance to advance our knowledge of medicine and save countless lives.”

The lecture was fascinating, but lots of audience members were whispering to each other, and some were shaking their heads. Flora distinctly heard the man in front of her mutter the word “fraud”. Nevertheless, her father continued.

“With your support and funding, I hope to return to Isla Panacea and journey deep into the rainforest to find the lotus. Using knowledge from years of study and from living alongside the forest people, I know that the lotus blooms once every one hundred years . . .”

The man in front of Flora lazily raised a hand and called, “I say!”, cutting off her father in the middle of his sentence.

Flora’s stomach turned over nervously, wondering what he was going to say.

Her father smiled. “Do you have a question?”

“As a matter of fact, I do,” said the man, his voice nasal and self-satisfied. “How will you get around the problem that the golden lotus isn’t real?”

There was a pause.

“I’m afraid you’re mistaken. It most certainly is real,” replied her father. The man scoffed.

“It’s fiction! The kind of tall tale told to children to keep them quiet.”

Flora felt so angry at the man, and at the other audience members who were sniggering. How could they be so rude? She needed to tic, but she was determined not to make a sound. Like a rising need to sneeze, the urge to shout something went through her but she pushed it down, making a small coughing noise instead.

“Now, as I said, the golden lotus only blooms once a century,” said Flora’s father. “If my calculations are correct, it will happen very soon, and if we miss it . . . well, it won’t bloom again in our lifetimes. So, time is of the essence!”

The audience was becoming restless, their conversations growing louder. Somebody laughed and Flora heard different voices muttering and complaining.

Oh no . . . Flora could feel that urge to tic again; she could hear the word that she needed to shout repeating in her head over and over, and she could feel the familiar ache in her tongue.

Fraud, fraud, fraud.

No, she couldn’t say that! But this time she couldn’t stop herself, and it burst out of her.
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“Fraud!” she shouted. She put her hands to her mouth, pressing hard, but it was too late.

It was like the whole world was looking at her. A woman beside her sniffed disapprovingly, and the man in front of her turned in his seat to stare. Someone else shouted “Fraud!”. Only this time it was aimed at her father. Then another person shouted it, and another. The man in front of Flora stood up and pointed, laughing and calling, “He’s nothing but a fraud! He doesn’t deserve to be here!”

The jeers and laughter chased her father as he fled the stage. The lecture was ruined and her father had been humiliated. And it was all her fault.
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Chapter Two

A few days later, it was still difficult for Flora to think of anything except how disastrous her father’s lecture had been. If she hadn’t ticced, the audience would never have said those things to him.

She was curled up in their library trying to read a book on deadly poisons, but she couldn’t stop replaying the lecture over and over in her head.

“Flora? Flora!”
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When her father’s excited voice called from somewhere in the house, she quickly wiped away the tears. He appeared at the door, grinning broadly and waving a piece of paper at her with excitement. But despite her efforts, he immediately saw her misery.

“But . . . Flora, what on earth is the matter? Why are you upset? Is this still about the lecture? I told you it doesn’t matter . . .”

She took a deep breath and looked up to the ceiling. She wasn’t sure she wanted to talk about it, but she felt like she might burst if she didn’t.

“I ruined everything,” she said. She was too afraid to look at him. “I wish I could be normal. If we could only have found the golden lotus, it might have cured me.” She could feel tears rising.

“Is that what you think?” Her father’s voice was so gentle that Flora looked up. He crouched down in front of her. “Flora, none of this was your fault. I love you just as you are, and you are exactly how you are meant to be. You are . . .” He smiled, taking her hands in his own. “You are a lotus in a field of dandelions, and you are just beginning to bud. One day, you will bloom.”

Flora nodded, but she couldn’t quite believe him. What if she wanted to be a dandelion like everybody else?

“Now, I have something that should cheer you up! My darling girl, have you heard of Lord Herbert Granville?”

Flora knew exactly who Lord Granville was. One of the richest men in London, he was also a noted philanthropist. She was sure that half of the new buildings in London were named after him! She had never seen him before, but he had a reputation for supporting great causes.

“Has he written to you?” She smiled, rubbing her eyes.

“He was in the audience of my lecture . . .” 

“Oh.” Flora bit her lip, remembering how awful it had been.

“ . . . and he’s interested in my work! He’s invited us to his mansion to discuss it. Can you believe it? If someone like Lord Granville supports my work, others are sure to follow.”

Flora looked at her father’s face shining with excitement, and for the first time since the lecture she felt a bit better. Hope flooded into her body. Perhaps her father’s expedition might still happen after all!
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It didn’t take them long to find Lord Granville’s mansion. It was huge and surrounded by a tall spiky fence with a gate that had “Granville” written across the top in gold letters. It looked very grand and very unwelcoming.
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