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Praise for The Gardeners Club



“Funny and fresh. Full of heart and characters you genuinely root for. Marnie Riches is blooming brilliant.”

—Tammy Cohen

“Loved this witty, fresh murder mystery.”

—Roz Watkins

“Absolutely loved The Gardeners’ Club. It has everything from murder and intrigue to award-winning potatoes. Fell in love with Gill and Zak and was sad to finish – I miss them all!”

—Rachel Wolf

“Such a funny and clever and dark cosy crime from Marnie Riches, with real and memorable characters you’re invested in. I loved #TheGardenersClub.”

—Louise Swanson

“Sometimes hilarious, sometimes poignant, but always compelling. With stand-out and unforgettable characters, Marnie Riches has crafted a wonderful story. Cosy crime at its best.”

—Julie-Ann Corrigan

“The Gardeners’ Club is a refreshing, heartwarming mystery blossoming with wit and charm. With quirky characters harbouring secrets, a down-to-earth menopausal woman juggling a hectic family life, and an intrepid group of amateur sleuths unearthing clues, this is a perfect pick for plant-loving cosy-mystery fans.”

—Victoria Goldman
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This book is dedicated to me, since I seem to be the only person who has never had a thanks, and let’s face it, I did 100 per cent of the writing. In fact, this book and the others that preceded it could not have been written without my warped imagination, expensive gardening obsession and dogged persistence. So, thanks me.
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For the last fifteen minutes, I’ve been looking at the clock on the wall and I could swear that time is actually going backwards. How can it be 5.42pm when it was 5.41pm about ten minutes ago? Surely there’s only another five or so minutes of this corporate torture, featuring free bendy biscuits and lukewarm hot drinks, dispensed from urns that have probably contained Legionnaires’ disease since the mid-nineties.

I sip the dregs of my coffee in a bid to wake myself up. It tastes like a cocktail of Bovril and petrol. When I slam the cup down a little too heavily onto its saucer, my boss, Colin, turns from the graph projected onto the whiteboard to lock eyes with me. He continues to speak in that nasal drone of his.

‘So, the main worry-bead area is that average handling time of customer calls is too long, and we’re getting very high call-abandonment rates. These figures show not just a drop in first-touch resolution, but…’

Like the eye of Sauron, his never-sleeping gaze has moved onto Jess, my opposite number in the Birmingham call centre, and I’ve already tuned out again. My heavy eyelids know it’s time to drop the shutters for the day on the vagaries of servicing the nation’s insurance policies.

‘Gill! Gill, wake up!’

I feel a hand on my shoulder. My eyes snap open to see Jess standing over me. Everyone is closing their laptops and getting up from the meeting table. I see Colin has already left.

‘Damn,’ I say, glancing at the clock that shows 6.19pm. ‘Did he notice I’d nodded off?’ I hastily wipe my mouth and check I didn’t drool on the lapel of my jacket.

Jess shakes her head. ‘Nope. You’re in the clear. Well done on perfecting the art of chair-snoozing, though.’

My pulse starts to race. Maybe it knows something I don’t. ‘Hang on. I didn’t miss anything important, did I? Think I nodded off just as he was talking through that graph.’

‘Only our new targets.’ Jess chuckles but no smile reaches her eyes. I notice now that she looks harried. ‘Check the last page of the presentation. He emailed it through to everyone.’

Barney from Glasgow is strolling our way, carrying his laptop bag and coat over one arm. Clearly he’s overheard our little tête-à-tête, because he’s singing that old Irving Berlin song about there being trouble ahead. ‘Ready to face the music and dance, Gillian?’ He exits the meeting room before I can interrogate him further.

I turn to Jess for clarification, but she just shrugs.

‘Better batten down the hatches with those expectations,’ she says. ‘Storm’s a’coming.’ She pats my arm, her smile sympathetic. ‘Anyway, I’ll see you at the away day… assuming we’re all still standing.’

I feel a bead of sweat running down my back to my waistband.

Left alone in the meeting room, I open the presentation and scroll through to the end to see the slide I missed – the slide that explains the gargantuan task I’ve been assigned; that we’ve all been assigned. Chislehurst Green Insurance is losing ground to its main competitors. There’s a profit warning, according to Colin, supreme overlord of call centres. And I’m one of the seven senior lackeys who has to make sure the hundreds of people who spend all day answering phones to disgruntled policyholders do so as quickly and efficiently as humanly possible to put the company back in the black to the tune of millions. Cutting costs and raising productivity means only one thing: I have to conduct a witch hunt.

‘Oh great. Just what I need.’

I know the coming weeks will be filled with my having to scrutinise the team managers beneath me and their teams beneath them, eavesdropping on colleagues’ phone calls to earmark the slow and the unhelpful for a dressing down and/or retraining. At forty-eight, I realise that in return for keeping the roof above mine and Zak’s heads, I have become little more than a corporate bully.

A super-heated wave washes over my body, and now my blouse, beneath my jacket, is like cling film wrapping my clammy skin. I wipe my top lip. ‘God give me strength.’ I snap my laptop shut. ‘Come on, Gill,’ I say under my breath. ‘You’ve got this.’

Yet I’m not sure I have.

Returning to my desk and pulling on my coat, I pluck my phone from my bag and check for messages. There’s one from Zak.


What’s for dinner? xxx



I’ve already told him there’s a leftover portion of lasagne in the fridge. The boy never listens. He’s in his first year of sixth form and he still seems an entire childhood away from being an adult, not to mention already being on the radar of the head of sixth form for the sort of disruptive behaviour that typifies a class clown.


Nuke the lasagne. Five minutes on full blast. Make sure the lid’s not fully on. Xxx



My after-work engagement is a rarity and has been in the calendar for weeks. Zak knows I’m going to be late home. This evening, just for once, I really need him to look after himself. But he’s typing…


What lasagne?



He treats me to a string of emojis that spell teenaged bewilderment. Heading into the crowded lift and descending to the lobby, I thumb a response.


In the Tupperware container in the fridge.



The lift reaches the ground floor, and we’re all released like caged animals. I make for the revolving doors, wave to the guy on security and head out into the early-spring drizzle. It’s still light, thankfully. The days are getting longer. Finally, I feel able to exhale. I feel the tension start to leach from my shoulders.


Where?



‘Come on, Zachary!’ I shout at my phone. I glance around me, but nobody’s listening to a middle-aged woman in a beige mac and sensible shoes, at the end of the working day. I lower my voice, but the frustration constricts my throat. ‘On the bottom shelf. Use your eyes, son!’

I start to thumb a response, but guilt is pawing at me like a disappointed dog, reminding me that I’m a crappy mother and that my little-big-boy needs me or might set the house on fire or might start gaming and forget to eat and not do his homework and start surfing Pornhub.


Forget it. Am coming home. I’ll cook fresh. Do your homework. Love you. Mum xxx



Damn it. Sighing heavily, I reason that I didn’t want to go to that stupid meeting, after all. The Bromley Botanists’ gardeners’ club almost certainly doesn’t need another member – especially not one who manages to kill cacti. My therapist, Mandi-with-an-I, said gardening would be the key to starting fresh; to salving my shocking acid indigestion, the frequent bouts of insomnia that have me tossing and turning into the small hours, and perhaps even the anxiety that dogs my every decision. But attending a meeting of the Bromley Botanists is clearly not to be, thanks to my probably disproportionate worry over my son’s kitchen-competence track record and my misplaced mumly guilt.

In the car park of the boxy sprawl that is Chislehurst Green Insurance’s offices, with its tinted windows and depressing dark brown brick, I’m just about to start the engine of my old Volvo when my phone rings.

‘Zak? You’ve not blown up the microwave, have you? I said I was coming home.’ I visualise the fallout from an exploded lasagne, all over the innards of the appliance. It’s only three months since Zak blew up two boiled eggs, because he’d lost track of time while doing his Maths homework and had left the pan to boil dry, filling the kitchen with black smoke. I’m still spotting rubbery bits of albumen on the kitchen ceiling and walls. Who knew eggs made good incendiary devices?

‘Stop worrying, will you!’ he says. ‘I’m fine. I’m not a kid.’

‘Okay.’ I bite my tongue.

‘I was just calling to say I’ve found the lasagne and I think you should go to the gardening thing.’

‘But –’

‘Mum, I’m an adult. Well, nearly. The eggs were a one-off, and you’re using me as an excuse to avoid doing new stuff. Just go. You know you need this.’

Suddenly, my little-big-boy sounds wise beyond his years. I can see both him and Mandi-with-an-I in my mind’s eye, judging me with arms folded and eyebrows raised knowingly.

‘Oh, go on, then. Love you. Don’t set fire to anything or fall down the stairs or hit your head. And keep off Pornhub. It’s bad for the developing brain.’

‘You’re disgusting, Mum. Have fun.’

Ending the call, I take out the scrap of local newspaper from the zipped pocket of my handbag and plug the postcode of the Bromley Botanists’ gardeners’ club into my satnav.



‘Let’s give Marjorie a clap for her beautiful parrot tulips…’

A man’s voice, followed by a sparse round of applause, drifts out to me as I stand on the threshold of the community hall at the side of an old red-brick church. This place looks like exactly the sort of mildewed hellhole that I don’t want to spend my evening in. Yet I take a deep breath, acknowledge that I’m just looking for yet another way out of improving my life, and will myself inside. I know I’m late, but I hope I can slip in at the back, unnoticed.

I realise my plan is doomed when I see there are only six people sitting in the draughty hall, plus a stout, grey-haired man at the front, who is dressed in mushroom-coloured slacks, slung beneath a pudgy belly and paired with a yellow polo shirt with curling tips to the collar. He hasn’t noticed me yet. Through his outdated tinted glasses, his gaze is fixed on an elderly woman in a pleated skirt and floral blouse. He beckons her over.

‘Marjorie, why don’t you come up to the front and explain your winning formula for such incredible…’ He clams up as soon as he spots me and treats me to a faltering smile. ‘Oh, hello. Can I help you?’

All eyes are on me now. I can feel the heat creeping into my florid cheeks, my recently acquired rosacea lighting up that dismal place. ‘Er… I’m here for the… Is this the Bromley chapter of the Golden Trowel thingy?’

The man at the front pushes his tinted glasses up his nose with his middle finger and strides forward awkwardly. He extends his hand to me. ‘Mike “Potato” Berisford, King of King Edwards. At your service, ma’am.’ He clicks his heels, grins, and blushes. Behind the tinted lenses, I can see he is blinking fast. ‘You can just call me Mike. Welcome.’

I shake his meaty hand, looking around at the others: two young people – a bloke in a designer hoodie and joggers, a girl with dreadlocks, dressed in tie-dye; two elderly women – the one with the pleated skirt (presumably Marjorie) and another, a punk-throwback Teletubby in her bright green jumpsuit and Dr Marten boots with dayglo green laces. There’s an ordinary-looking woman of about my age in hiking gear, and a man in his late thirties or early forties, by the looks. He’s wearing a straw trilby and has a Dalí moustache. What a peculiar bunch.

‘And you are?’ Mike asks.

‘Gill,’ I say. ‘Gill Swanley.’

Everybody greets me in a hubbub of curiosity and friendliness. I feel like I’m in the midst of some kind of addiction support group or religious cult.

‘So, I take it you garden, Gillian?’ Mike says.

‘Er, not really,’ I say, picturing my dead IKEA cacti on the kitchen windowsill that look like deflated prickly penises, and the spider plant that I accidentally defenestrated at university in 1993. ‘Not yet, anyway. When I was a little kid, I did a bit.’ My green-fingered childhood, when I’d helped Dad with his veg patch, seems like an otherworldly dream now. I wish I could head for the door; head back to the safety of my son and his egg-terrorism tendencies in an otherwise empty, lonely house. ‘But I’d like to take it up again.’

The old punk in the green jumpsuit gets to her feet and hastens towards me. ‘Get out of the way, Mr Potato Head!’ she says, pushing the King of King Edwards aside. She puts her arm around me. ‘I’m Val. Come with me, love. Make yourself comfortable.’ She ushers me to an uncomfortable plastic chair.

The others pull their chairs closer to me until I’m surrounded by seven pairs of enquiring eyes.

Val takes her seat next to me, wedging herself between me and Marjorie, the tulip aficionado. ‘So, lovey. Tell us why you want to join the Bromley Botanists gardeners’ club.’

I open my mouth to answer, but I don’t honestly know where to begin.
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‘A neighbour told me about this place,’ I lie. ‘She’d seen the feature in the local paper and thought I might be interested.’

Will this be enough to satisfy their curiosity? They don’t need to know my personal circumstances; don’t need to hear about the pressures of work and bringing up a son alone and all the rest of the drama of the last decade. I force a smile.

The man with the Dalí moustache is sitting next to me. He leans over and pats my hand. ‘It’s a lifesaver. Certainly keeps me sane, though I’m not sure I’d say sanity and this lot go hand in hand.’ He laughs at his own joke. ‘I’m Neil, by the way.’

We shake hands.

‘Gardening is God’s work,’ Marjorie says in a small voice, treating Neil to side-eyes. ‘That’s why the vicar lets us have this church hall for free.’ She smiles sweetly. ‘One does all the flower arrangements with one’s home-grown flowers. You should see the harvest festival and Christmas displays.’

Val waves dismissively. ‘Stop showing off for once in your life, Marjorie. You’re always bloody boasting. Isn’t that one of your deadly sins?’

Marjorie’s smile sours to reveal a mouthful of discoloured teeth. ‘One can’t help it if the good Lord blesses one with greener fingers than yours, Valerie. Maybe you should reconsider your heathen ways.’

In my peripheral vision, I can see the hippy girl and young guy in the hoodie trying and failing to stifle their giggles at the bickering old women.

Mike Potato gets to his feet. ‘It’s good, honest hard graft,’ he tells me. ‘Made all the more satisfying by the challenge we’ve got ahead of us as a group.’

Everyone falls silent, now. Nodding in unison.

‘They’re due to open entries for the Trowellies next month,’ he explains, sticking his thumbs in his waistband. ‘That’s the Golden Trowel Gardening Association’s annual awards. It’s like the Oscars for amateur growers.’ He folds his arms tightly across his chest. ‘Last year we came in second, ahead of the Southwark Secateurs, but the Croydon Diggers and Dibbers snatched the Golden Trowel for club of the year from under our noses.’

The others start to grumble at the mention of these apparent rival clubs.

‘It’s ridiculous that Dotty Gloucester is both a member of the Southwark Secateurs and one of the patrons of the GTG Association,’ Marjorie says, spraying indignant spittle as she speaks. ‘Talk about conflict of interest! They get in the top three every year. Won in 2022.’

‘Dorothy Gloucester, the Radio 4 presenter?’ I ask, casting my mind back to all the times my mother made scathing remarks about the former presenter of BBC Radio’s jewel in its horticultural crown, The Lady Gardeners’ Hour.

Marjorie grimaces. ‘She’s not that famous. She and I mix in the same church flower-arranging circles. Believe you me, none of us is impressed by how much bosom she shows.’ She shakes her head and tuts. ‘Very ungodly behaviour. And her poppies are always droopy.’

‘And Croydon’s got Barnacle Betty,’ Val adds, setting a Rizla on her knee and filling it with tobacco from a pouch. ‘She’s their most experienced gardener. Big pals with some of the judges, too.’

‘Betty Moule?’ Marjorie scoffs. ‘Don’t talk to me about that cheese-guzzling pétanque-fancier.’

Mike looks askance at Marjorie. ‘Thank you, Marjorie. I don’t think we need talk about the French in quite such disparaging terms.’

‘Oh, she’s not French. But she married a Frenchman.’ She wrinkles her nose. ‘Henri Moule – all boules, Boursin and Beaujolais.’

‘Marjorie, please!’ Mike holds his hand up and clears his throat. He turns to me. ‘Now, Gill. Where were we? Yes, the Golden Trowel is the most prestigious prize a community gardening club can compete for. Ten thousand pounds to the winner. Ten thousand. Imagine all the tools and stock our group could buy with that. We could rent a dedicated smallholding and fill it with polytunnels, like the Dutch.’

‘Yeah, or we could, like, totally blow the cash on a nice holiday.’ The dreadlocked girl chuckles at her own suggestion and blushes. ‘Like maybe a trip to Amsterdam.’ She looks to the hoodie-wearing boy for approval.

The two bump fists and grin.

Marjorie merely shakes her head at the youngsters. Her lips narrow with disapproval, and she turns back to me. ‘Last year, Bromley was voted best-in-bloom by the Silver Sixty podcast. I heard we lost the Golden Trowel to Croydon by a hair’s breadth. Imagine! How frustrating not to have won.’

‘One of last year’s judges is married to a woman high up in Croydon Council,’ Val says. ‘I’ve heard she’s big in the environment department or something. Recycling green waste.’

‘It was a bare fix, man.’ The upper-middle-class accent of the dreadlocked girl curdles with the council estate patois. Again, she looks to the hoodie-wearing young man for corroboration.

‘They got all their compost for free, innit?’ he says, taking her cue. His accent is genuine South-East London – all of the social currency with none of the cash. ‘If I had all the compost I wanted…’ His voice trails off. Given the smell of stale marijuana coming from his clothes, I can well imagine what his gardening aspirations might be.

The members of the group all start to talk over one another, keen to slander Bromley’s competitors. Mike holds his hand up and clears his throat.

‘Trowellers, can I have your attention please? Trowellers!’

But though Mike Potato is the self-declared King of King Edwards, he seems to have no dominion over the humans in the room, and I can see the collaborative purpose has been lost in a thirst for gossip about other community gardening groups and horticultural events I know nothing about.

I have never felt such an outsider. My very skin feels ill-fitting and itchy in this mildewed place.

‘Hang on!’ Neil says, getting to his feet. ‘Surely we can do better than this as a welcome for our newcomer.’ With some flourish, he points to a table at the side of the hall that is laden with biscuits, carefully arranged on plates, and plastic cups full of something dark and foamy. ‘How about we take a break so we can talk to Gill properly?’

‘Ah, yes,’ Mike Potato says. ‘Thank you, Neil. That’s a good suggestion.’ He pushes his glasses up his nose and pulls his trousers up. ‘Please help yourself to some refreshments, Gill. Sample my dandelion beer homebrew and tell me what you think.’ He grins. ‘Don’t pull any punches, now.’

And so, at just gone seven in the evening, when I would normally be at home, making dinner for my son, I find myself sipping dandelion beer out of a plastic cup and nibbling on a Bourbon biscuit that I neither need nor like.

‘How’s the beer?’ Mike asks.

The beer tastes like earwax. ‘Delicious.’ In my peripheral vision, I can see the other Bromley Botanists pouring their beer out of an open window and topping themselves up with Diet Coke instead. ‘What do you do for a day job, Mike?’

A red, blotchy rash starts to spread from Mike’s neck to his face. He rocks back and forth on his heels and looks down at his highly polished shoes. ‘Well, I’m, er, a planning enforcement officer in the department of, er, the local…’ He looks up and smiles. ‘And what do you do, pray tell, Gillian?’

I can barely bring myself to say it. ‘I’m a team manager for an insurance call centre. Chislehurst Green.’ It sounds even more boring when I say it out loud.

‘Married? Children?’

‘Widowed.’ I swallow hard. ‘With a seventeen-year-old son, who’s probably setting fire to microwaved lasagne leftovers right now and gaming himself to a stump, instead of doing his homework. Ha ha.’

Mike Potato opens his mouth to respond, but Neil pushes in front of him and guides me by the arm away from Mike and towards the others.

‘Come on, Gill,’ he says. ‘You need to get to know everyone. Just pretend you’re in Narcotics Anonymous, except most people in here do Omeprazole and Fiery Jack on a Friday night.’ He raises a plucked eyebrow. ‘Although Auntie Val can probably get hold of some miaow-miaow, if you ask her nicely.’ There’s a mischievous smile playing around his lips. He lays his hand on his chest, muscular beneath a fitted blue shirt. ‘So, let’s start with me. I’m a secondary school English teacher, but I’ve just started taking the gardening enrichment classes. I came here to learn how to plant up a herbaceous border so I can teach the kids.’ He places a hand on the shoulder of the middle-aged woman who has so far said nothing at all. ‘And this is Cath. Doctor Cath.’

Cath raises her plastic cup of Diet Coke. When she speaks, her eyes look like still pools in the dark. ‘Welcome.’

‘Are you a medical doctor, then, Cath?’ I ask.

She nods and sips her drink. ‘On a sort of sabbatical. Very long Covid.’ She looks away then, the conversation clearly over. Perhaps she’s shy. I sense there’s more to her story than Covid, but I’m hardly going to interrogate a stranger.

Now, I am faced with the white girl with the dreadlocks – the grubby, matted kind that I remember seeing on crusties in the nineties. ‘Hello. I’m Gill.’

The girl touches a dread and smiles. ‘Hi. I’m Phoebe.’ She holds out her hand to shake.

Phoebe looks like the public-school kids I met at university, who would turn up to every march, every sit-in, every protest for Greenpeace and Amnesty in a bid to rebel against mater and pater. I see bitten nails on the ends of her child-sized hands and realise she’s younger than I’d anticipated. Perhaps late teens like Zak. Overwhelmed by an unanticipated rush of mumly feelings, I shake her hand, wondering what she’s pushing against. ‘Pleased to meet you, Phoebe. How come you’re here?’

‘Well, I’d quite like to rewild a patch of land and I’m really into environmental stuff. So, my gramps said I’d best get off Insta and actually learn to garden. Dig for Britain and that?’

‘Good on you. Got to start somewhere, right?’ I’d put money on it that she’s an Extinction Rebellion fangirl.

I turn to the hoodie-wearing young guy, but just as I’m about to greet him, Mike Potato claps his hands together.

‘Can we take our seats and turn our thoughts to the matter in hand now?’ He looks around at us expectantly.

One by one, we settle in for round two of this chaotic gathering. I check my watch and wonder if my social going-through-the-motions has been worth missing dinner with my son. But in my mind’s eye, I can see Mandi-with-an-I encouraging me to shelve my preconceptions. Give it a go, Gill. Gardening is very good for your mental health and would be a better long-term strategy for dealing with your anxiety than endless therapy sessions with me, which you said you can’t really afford. And you never know… you might enjoy it.

‘Now, do we have suggestions on how we can best Croydon this year?’ Mike asks. He turns to me. ‘We normally do traditional bedding displays, hanging baskets, troughs, window boxes. That sort of thing. Whatever the municipal planting budget won’t stretch to, we try to cover, don’t we, gang? Making Bromley beautiful.’

‘One grows most of the plants in one’s greenhouse,’ Marjorie says, beaming and looking around for approval. ‘One already has the seed from the previous year, you see, having left prize-winning annuals to set seed in autumn.’

‘And I make the compost,’ Mike says. ‘My special recipe.’ He taps the side of his nose. ‘I call it “Berisford’s Black Gold”.’

The hoodie-wearing lad stretches out his legs, crosses them and puts his hands behind his head. ‘You said you was gonna give us your recipe for “Berisford’s Black Gold”. You ever gonna share the wisdom? ’Cause I got entrepreneurial plans for a medicinal herbs business – on the side from my electrician’s commitments, like.’

‘Patience, young Seth.’ Mike laughs nervously and pushes those glasses up his nose again. ‘My magic recipe is only revealed to those members of the Bromley Botanists that have done a full… er… tour of duty.’ He clicks his heels again.

Keen to contribute to the discussion about the gardening competition, I flip through the dusty, half-empty filing cabinet of my plant-based knowledge and remember that I have actually been watching Gardeners’ World. I did go to the Chelsea Flower Show last year too, even though I wasn’t entirely sure what I was looking for. I also remember pitching in with my father’s gardening endeavours, when I was a child. He grew a mixture of fruit and vegetables and ornamental plants, grown from cuttings from other people’s gardens. I’m inexperienced, but maybe I do have some horticultural thoughts worth sharing.

I raise my hand.

‘Gill?’ Mike says.

I can feel a blush spreading across my rosacea-pink cheeks. ‘If you’ve not managed to win by doing traditional planting, how about changing it up? Wild planting’s fashionable now, isn’t it? Maybe scatter wildflower meadow seeds along grass verges so they don’t have to be mown. Cornflowers and poppies; flowers for pollinators and whatnot. Maybe mix in edible plants with ornamentals? I heard bees like blue. Or planting for a drier, hotter climate since our summers are seeing higher temperatures and a lot less rain. Hibiscus… sedum… er, sea holly?’

‘Oh, well… that wouldn’t work, dear,’ Marjorie says quietly. ‘We, in the Bromley chapter of the GTG Association, have a reputation to uphold. One’s dahlias, for example, have won best-in-show.’

‘Er, Marjorie’s right, Gill,’ Mike says. ‘You see, Croydon won with traditional planting, and we were runners-up, so we can’t be doing much wrong.’

‘Wild planting for pollinators would be way cool,’ Phoebe says. ‘I love Gill’s idea.’

I am encouraged by her support. We exchange a smile. I turn my thoughts to how a business might triumph over its competitors. ‘And publicity,’ I say. ‘Local papers will love to give you some positive coverage if you can find a heart-warming story behind the planting. Flower beds for the elderly and sick; hanging baskets on roads where there isn’t even a tree. That sort of thing. The judges won’t be blind to positive press, and it could give you the edge you need.’

Mike nods and then shakes his head. ‘It’s a nice idea, Gill, but what you need to remember is that the clubs are all being judged on their displays – design, flower quality, et cetera. We made a crown out of bedding for the Queen’s Platinum jubilee.’ He looks to the ceiling and puts his hands together in prayer. ‘May Her Majesty rest in peace.’

‘Yes. One’s coleus was marvellous that year,’ Marjorie says in that small voice. ‘So, I can’t see how reputation or public image have got anything to do with horticultural prowess.’

‘But you’re a community gardening group, right?’ I say, disappointed that everything I’ve suggested has been shot down by King Spud and his septuagenarian sidekick, Marjorie. ‘Maybe it’s not just about flowers. It’s about community spirit too. That’s where publicising the joy you bring to other people’s lives could come in. The more community-focused you seem to be, the more you might be at the forefront of the judges’ minds.’

‘She’s right!’ Val cries, zipping the zip of her green jumpsuit up and down and up and down at the neck. ‘You two couldn’t organise a piss-up at a brewery, but you’re always telling everyone else what to do, aren’t you?’ She has the beginnings of cataracts, judging by the cloudy edges to her irises, but she’s pure punk spirit.

‘I agree that Gill’s ideas are interesting,’ Neil says, adjusting the brim of his trilby.

‘It’s sustainability we should be going for,’ Phoebe says. ‘The planet’s dying.’

Perhaps it’s sustainability or the idea that the planet is dying that gets Mike and Marjorie’s goat, but suddenly an argument erupts about old-fashioned versus new-fangled gardening styles and techniques, and all I can hear are insults being fired across the hall.

Above the hubbub, I hear Cath speak properly for almost the first time. Well, she’s shouting, actually. ‘Will you all just shut up?! How can we win against Croydon if you’re all going to be so pathetic?’

Everybody falls silent and stares at her. Mike clears his throat but says nothing. I take a step back towards the exit, wondering if I’ve made a terrible mistake. I endure enough stress at work, after all. Do I really need this sort of strife in my private life, too?






3

‘Well? How’d it go?’ Zak asks, pulling his earbuds from his ears, his face lit by the ghostly glow of his monitor.

I kick off my shoes at the threshold to the living room and regard my beloved son, sitting in the little computer alcove I fashioned for him in the recess to the right of the chimney breast. He’s five feet ten, sports the suggestion of a moustache, and has paused his game in the middle of close-range combat with a zombie, but he still looks very much like my little boy. ‘I’m utterly drained. First things first. Tea!’

Zak and I gravitate from the living room to the kitchen, and he sits at our small kitchen table to eat a pre-bed snack of bran flakes, while I prepare to self-medicate with tannins and strong caffeine.

‘So?’ he asks.

‘I thought there’d be loads of them, but there weren’t at all,’ I say, squashing a teabag against the side of my mug. I pour in a little milk, then put the carton back into a fridge that desperately needs restocking. Then I open the cutlery drawer to begin searching for the pack of ten cigarettes that I recently hid from myself, in a recess beneath the tray. ‘There were seven of them. A couple of gardening prima donnas, bickering like mad. One of them actually introduced himself as Mike Potato, King of King Edwards!’

‘Mike Potato? No way!’

‘Yes way. Looks like a potato, too. His arch-rival looked like she might play the organ in church but had a tongue like a razor blade. There was an old punk and a young Extinction Rebellion type. Couple of guys seemed pretty normal – one was about your age – and a very shy doctor, who then completely lost it at one point. A bunch of lonely misfits.’

‘You should fit right in then,’ Zak grins. He shovels a spoon of cereal into his mouth. ‘Joking.’

I shake my head at him and take a cigarette out of the pack. I point it at him accusingly. ‘Show some respect for your poor mother.’

‘Sorry, Mum. Really sorry. Honestly didn’t mean it,’ he says, looking contrite. He eyeballs the cigarette. ‘Should you be doing that?’

‘Nope.’ I open the kitchen window and light up, exhaling the smoke into the alley at the side of our semi-detached house, where the wheelie bins lurk, along with the rusting filing cabinet and the peeling old desk that I never have muscle enough to get into the boot of my Volvo or time enough to take to the municipal tip. Inside, cups and plates languish on every kitchen surface, though I left it in pristine shape when I went out this morning. ‘Should I be trying to join a gardening club when I’ve got an ailing mother to take care of and a job from hell… and a Zak, who doesn’t even put his dirty pots in the sink?’

My boy-child rolls his eyes at me and speaks with his mouth full. ‘I was going to clear up just as you got back. Anyway, Mandi-with-an-I said –’

‘Mandi-with-an-I didn’t have to sit through an hour and a half of claptrap about winning a “Trowellie”, led by the King of King Edwards.’ I inhale the cigarette smoke and feel lightheaded. ‘I’m not sure it’s my scene anyway, community gardening. I haven’t done anything remotely green-fingered since I was a kid. I mean, just look at our garden!’

I peer through the window that faces onto the waterlogged mid-March back garden, but it’s dark outside, and all I can see is my own reflection staring back at me. I look exhausted and dishevelled. I know that the back garden does too, with its muddy quagmire, where I’ve taken up the turf (but failed to do anything else since towards my grand landscaping plans), and the tumble-down shed that contains a possibly abandoned wasp’s nest and spiders the size of my hand.

Zak starts to clear his various dirty pots into the sink, squirts washing-up liquid onto them, and runs the tap. ‘You don’t have to be Monty Don to dig a hole and put a plant in it. The point is, you do nothing but work and then come home and start all over again with me and Nan. You need to…’ He’s looking thoughtfully at the bottle of washing-up liquid. ‘… get out of your own head. Gardening’s supposed to be brilliant for that, isn’t it? Mindfulness. Meeting other people.’

‘Meeting the green-fingered oddballs of Bromley Borough.’ I pause and replay the part of the meeting where everybody in the group greeted me over earwax-flavoured dandelion homebrew. ‘Actually, that’s harsh. They were okay, I suppose. Friendly, mainly. I’m just not sure it was my scene.’

‘I think you’re too willing to give up ’cause you’re scared to fail.’ My own teenage son gives me a smug, knowing look.

‘Woah! Where did that come from? I’ve got Mandi for that sort of cod-wisdom, thank you.’ Kissing Zak on the side of his head, I extinguish my cigarette in the soapy water in the sink and throw the butt into the bin. I swipe my cup of tea from the worktop and sit at the table to watch my almost-adult son trying to make amends for his domestic sloth. I notice that his shoulders are hunched up and he’s stooping again. ‘Look, love, you’ve got to stop worrying about me. I’m the parent, you’re the child. Not the other way round. Now, tell me how your day went.’

He dries his hands and turns around. ‘I did okay in my Further Maths end of topic test. I could have got an A. I mean, I totally get what I did wrong.’

‘What did you actually get?’

‘I got about average. I was one mark off a C.’

‘So, that’s a D. Come on, Zak! You said you revised.’

There’s pleading in his eyes. ‘I did! It was such a hard test. I even beat Natasha Benson by two marks. Like I said, I could have totally got an A. Mrs Khan said so. It was just stupid mistakes.’

‘You’re doing well in normal Maths, aren’t you?’

He doesn’t quite look me in the eye. ‘Further Maths is next level.’

‘Did you check over your work?’

He shrugs and scratches at his skinny arms. ‘I tried, but they were shouting in the class next door, and I sort of got distracted. I dunno. But Mrs Khan says I could still get an A in the summer if I work hard. I got over eighty per cent in the last three homeworks.’

I see the optimism in my son’s handsome face. There is nothing to be gained from making him feel bad about a result that can’t now be altered. ‘Well, the main thing is that you learn from your mistakes. Try to remember what you did wrong so you don’t do it in the real AS exam.’

‘Yes, Mum.’ He stares sullenly at the fruit bowl on the side. Is he even listening to me?

‘And read the mark scheme. See if you get extra marks for showing your working out in more detail. Maybe it’s all down to exam technique and focus.’

‘Yeeees.’

I snap my fingers in front of his face until he meets my gaze. ‘Hey! You can do this. You’ve always been a maths genius. Even as a little kid. You get it from your dad.’

His full lips part in a brilliant gap-toothed smile, but the smile is fleeting, and the shine in his eyes dims. ‘Do you think he’d have been proud?’

I get to my feet and cross the kitchen to enfold my little-big-boy in a bear hug. He smells of Lynx Africa deodorant spray with a slight whiff of school dinners. ‘He is proud. I’m sure of it. He’s watching over you, from wherever he is now.’ I wave my hand vaguely towards the ceiling. ‘And I bet he’s thinking what an amazing man you’re turning into.’

Zak nods. ‘Cool. Love you, Mum.’

‘You can tell Nanny Pat and Gramps all about doing well in those homeworks when we next Zoom.’ I think about my in-laws, enjoying their retirement down the road from Dave’s sister, Nicole, and her family, all thousands of miles away in Grenada. How desperately I wish that they still lived locally. ‘They don’t have to know about the D. Practice makes perfect, right? And summer’s still a long way off.’

Zak seems reassured, but I can see frailty behind the smile. Nearly ten years on since Dave died, and it hasn’t got any easier for either of us. Not really. We’re both still treading water. I swallow down the regret that my boy is growing up without a male role model in his life, without a father’s love. I try to be mother and father to him, but I know my efforts are two star, at best, despite my five-star intentions. Keeping this roof above our heads sucks more than its fair share of my energy, leaving less in the tank for Zak than I would like. And with the pressure on at work, I’m about to become even more thinly spread across my various commitments.

‘Now, shouldn’t you be getting to bed?’ I ask. I glance at the sink. ‘Leave that lot. I’ll see to it.’ I shoo him out of the kitchen. ‘Go! Get your teeth brushed. I’ll be up in a bit.’

I wish, how I wish, that I could tell him about my crappy meeting at work, but I bite my tongue. With AS-Level Further Maths looming this summer, and three A-Levels as well as applications to universities looming next year, he’s got enough to worry about.

I’m just putting the last clean bowl in the draining rack, thinking about Colin’s presentation, when the landline phone rings. The clock’s showing 9.45pm, and calls at this time of night are not usually good news. My heartbeat speeds up.

I dry my hands hastily and answer the call. ‘Hello?’ I’m fully expecting my mother, but hoping she’s called to complain about something on the TV. I feel my gut tightening. The hairs on my arms stand to attention.

It’s not my mother on the other end. ‘Gail Swanley?’

‘It’s Gill. Gill Swanley. Who is this?’

‘My name’s Jim. I’m a paramedic. We’ve just arrived at your mother’s flat.’

I can hear my mother shouting something in the background. The paramedic’s voice sounds as if it’s in another room as he obviously puts his hand over the phone’s speaker and shouts, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll tell her to feed the cat.’

His voice becomes clearer again as he refocuses his attention on me. ‘Sorry about that, Gill. Your mother’s quite distressed. She’s had a fall. Her neighbour, Sandra, found her and called us.’

Closing my eyes, I try to imagine the carnage: my defiant, increasingly frail mother, covered in bruises. ‘Has she broken anything? Did she hit her head?’ I ask. We’ve already had a broken nose, this side of Christmas, from when she face-planted onto the hard floor of the Glades shopping centre. Last summer, we had a sprained wrist and a chip out of her ankle. But head injuries are always a nightmare. She’s concussed herself twice in the last eighteen months.

‘No obvious signs of a bump to the head.’ He sounds hesitant. ‘But I have to say, she’s not making much sense at the moment. Anyway, we’re going to take her into the Princess Royal University Hospital in Farnborough. You familiar with the PRUH?’

‘Yes. Like the back of my hand.’ I exhale hard.

‘Well, if you meet us in A&E…’

My heart’s beating so fast and my breath is coming so short that I feel dizzy. Not making much sense doesn’t sound good. ‘Sure. I’ll get my coat on.’

‘And she’s worried about the cat. Mr Tibbs.’

‘Mr Tibbs has been dead for three years,’ I say. ‘There is no cat.’ I run through the scenarios in my head that might cause Mum to talk gibberish: head injury, lack of oxygen, urinary tract infection, just about anything else. ‘But tell her I’ll see to Mr Tibbs, if it calms her down.’

I end the call with the usual mix of desperation and panic. I take a pack of fresh-mint chewing gum out of my handbag and pop one in my mouth to dispel the cloying tea taste.

‘I’m coming with,’ Zak says, appearing on the threshold to the kitchen. He was already in his pyjamas, but he’s thrown a hoodie over the top – the baggy grey one that Dave used to go jogging in.

‘No, you’re not, young man. You’ve got school in the morning.’

‘Don’t care. Nan needs you, and you need me.’

I shake my head vehemently. ‘No way, pal. She’s my mother, not yours. Nan wouldn’t want you ruining your beauty sleep on her account. It’s not like this hasn’t happened before, and you know the drill.’ I check the inside of my handbag. Car keys and purse are present and correct. I only need my phone, and that’s almost out of charge. Damn it. I look around for the charger. ‘We’ll wait hours to see the doctor. They’ll do a million tests, and they’ll either kick her out, or admit her for a couple of days and then kick her out. None of that needs a teenage boy’s input.’

‘But what if Nan…?’ His voice trails off.

‘She won’t,’ I say, barrelling past him and marching to retrieve my coat from the newel post of the staircase. ‘Your nan’s too full of hate and mischief to shuffle off her mortal coil. She’ll be fine.’ I kiss his forehead. ‘Get to bed. No gaming on your phone. Get some kip. Don’t answer the door to strangers. If there’s a fire, get out, call the fire brigade, and go over to Afshan’s at number thirty-six.’



The roads have emptied out in earnest now, but for a noisy orange Lamborghini SUV in front of me that is also indicating to turn into the hospital car park. Watching the owner of the Lamborghini straddle two spaces, directly beneath a streetlight, I opt to park in the adjacent space. I’m aware there has been a spate of car break-ins in Farnborough of late, according to the local rag, and I figure car thieves will target him before looking twice at my old Volvo.

As I watch the Lamborghini owner lock his car and walk away, his flashy footwear glowing in the dark, my heart is thumping like a frustrated prisoner hammering on a cell door. I reason that this will not be the end for my mother, but I’m also aware that you just never know.

‘I’m here for Lily Fielding,’ I tell the woman on the A&E reception desk, who treats me to a disengaged gawp. ‘She’s been brought in by ambulance.’

‘You a relation?’ She speaks with an estuary twang, and I remember that Farnborough is a sizeable demographic jump away from London and into Kent proper.

‘Daughter.’

The woman looks through some paperwork and yawns as she does so. ‘Bay three.’

‘Has she seen a doctor yet?’

‘Bay three, like I said. Nurse’ll give you an update.’

Hastening through to the NHS’s equivalent of purgatory, past the bust-up, foul-smelling drunks and the raving madwoman in her dressing gown, and the Lambo driver, who is surprisingly sitting in a wheelchair, now wearing a neck-support collar that glows blue-white next to his spray-tanned skin, I eventually find my mother. She is in an entirely different bay, trying to pull a cannula out of the crook of her arm. She looks starry-eyed and bewildered. With her white hair in a matted bird’s nest that frames her pinched and sallow face, she reminds me of Doc from Back to the Future – a lady Doc, who swapped the white coat for a Primark nightie. I feel a rush of tender love for this cantankerous yet increasingly vulnerable woman.

‘Mum!’

She seems not to have noticed my arrival. ‘Get this bloody thing out of me,’ she yells at the male nurse who is trying to tape the cannula to her bruised, wrinkled skin. ‘I know your game. You’re trying to kill me.’

‘Hold still, Lilian,’ he says, appearing unfazed by my mother’s outburst. ‘I’m just trying to –’

‘You’re trying to poison me!’ It’s now that she spots me, standing at the foot of her bed. ‘Ah, at last. You took your time. Tell this arsehole to leave me alone.’

The initial relief that she’s at least alive and kicking dissipates quickly, leaving me with my stomach in embarrassed knots. ‘There’s no need to speak to the nurse like that, Mum. He’s just looking after you.’ I turn to the nurse. ‘So sorry she called you that. I’m her daughter, Gill. Can you tell me what’s going on with her?’

Mum glowers at the nurse as he finally secures the cannula.

The nurse gathers up his phlebotomy equipment and turns to me. ‘Your mum’s been admitted with a suspected urinary tract infection. She was quite delirious.’

‘Has the doctor seen her yet? I mean it’s the third time she’s been carted off to A&E in a month. First time, it was a terrible lung infection, where she could barely breathe. Second time a fall. Now a UTI. Every time, you just prescribe her some new antibiotics that don’t work, or patch her up and kick her out.’

I move to the other side of the bed and take Mum’s hand into mine. She has the papery skin of the severely dehydrated. When I kiss her knuckles, I note that she already has that institutional smell about her of hand sanitiser and hospital laundry. My heart is a leaden weight in my chest now.

‘Her ECG was a bit erratic. Her blood pressure was in her boots when the paramedics first attended, and it’s still a bit lower than we’d like. Both of those things could be connected to a UTI. Her bloods and a urine sample will go off now. Should get the results in a couple of hours.’

‘Yes, but what about the doctor?’

‘Doctor’s going to come and take a look at her when we’ve got the test results back,’ the nurse says. ‘There’s a four- or five-hour wait, though, I’m afraid. We’re very busy tonight.’ He turns to my mother, raising his voice. ‘Do you want an extra blanket, Lilian?’

Mum waves him away dismissively and curls her lip. I can hear her mutter beneath her breath that she’s not bloody deaf.

‘Can we get her a cup of tea?’ I ask. But I already know the answer.

‘Doctor’s got to see her first, I’m afraid.’ His smile is professional and curt.



Over the next four hours, my mother settles for a while, only to grow agitated again, rambling and ranting in spurts.

‘They’re a bunch of bastards in here. They’re trying to kill me, Gill.’

‘They’re really not, Mum.’ I stroke her furrowed, clammy brow. ‘They’re going to make you better.’ I can feel the heat of the fever radiating off her. ‘Didn’t you realise you had a UTI? You never said a word. Weren’t you in pain? I could have got you an appointment at the GP, and all this could have been avoided. You’ve got to drink more!’

‘They’re hiding in the walls, you know. Watching me. They drill peepholes in the plaster.’

I exhale hard and pat her hand. ‘Don’t worry, Mum. I’ll check out your walls when you get home.’

Sinking back in my visitor’s chair, I wonder how I could have been so stupid as to have attended a gardeners’ club meeting. Since when do I have the time or energy for anything other than this?
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‘You look tired, Gill,’ Colin says the following morning.

I stifle a yawn and my eyes start to water. ‘I was at the hospital until about 3am.’

‘Oh?’

‘My mum’s been readmitted. A kidney infection this time. She was delirious as hell. Took ’til the small hours for them to diagnose her properly and then find her a bed on a ward. When they did, she couldn’t settle.’

‘Sorry to hear it.’ Colin doesn’t sound sorry, though he’s giving me his well-meaning face, which is almost identical to the face he pulls when anybody says something he disagrees with in a meeting. ‘Take as much time as you need.’ His well-meaning expression falters. ‘But obviously, we need you to be making a start on the new targets, so I’d like to see your plan to cut costs and raise productivity in the London and South-East region on my desk by lunchtime today, please.’

Plan? I wonder. I’m the senior manager of a regional call centre. I’m paid to manage staff, not come up with grand fiscal plans. That’s a director’s job. ‘Isn’t this just an exercise in sorting the good performers from the bad and retraining those who need it?’ I ask. ‘I don’t have jurisdiction over anything else. I mean, the IT platform is about a billion years old and runs like a dog, but it’s not like I can change that, is it?’

‘We’ve been tasked with turning the company’s bottom line from red to black, so just deliver your brief, please,’ he says. ‘Write me a deliverable plan. And bear in mind the deadline on this, Gill. You’d best be doing a quality check on colleagues’ calls by the end of today.’ He claps triumphantly. ‘Let’s go!’

I nod and force a smile. I took a promotion so that I could put some extra money away for Zak’s college fund. But becoming the Grand Inquisitor and squeezing even more out of already overstretched and underappreciated call-centre staff is an unpleasant and unwanted side-effect of taking on more responsibility.



My concentration sputters in and out all morning. With Mum in hospital, I have rather more serious issues to worry about than Chislehurst Green’s bottom line. But I call the hospital and am at least reassured by the sister on the ward that Mum’s started the antibiotics and is already sitting up in bed, verbally abusing the other women. In spite of my family drama, I manage to cobble together a plan for Colin. Retraining sub-par staff takes me to half a page, so I pad my waffle out with a justified whinge about our woeful IT set-up, which involves navigating through about five different, clapped-out, and incompatible systems, to find various bits of information regarding the caller, their policy, their claims history, and maybe even their preferred brand of toothpaste. If they fixed the damn IT, our call-handling times would be halved at a minimum.

At 12.56pm, I knock on his office door and enter. He’s sitting behind his desk visibly wincing like a man in pain. ‘You okay, Colin?’ I ask. ‘Only I’ve done the plan you wanted.’ I brandish the two pages that say very little in 14-point font.

‘Close the door,’ he says.

‘Oh? Sounds serious. Am I in trouble?’

He gestures that I should sit in the visitor’s chair. ‘I need to level with you, Gill.’ He laces his fingers together, glances at his computer monitor. ‘I’ve revisited the figures. Looks to me like our salary bill is just too high. The easiest way of balancing the books would be shedding at least ten staff from each team – ideally without the expensive redundancy package.’ His gaze is fixed on me now.

‘Er, is it legal to do that?’ I ask.

‘To do what? Have I suggested you do anything illegal?’

‘Sacking people…’

‘Did I say anything about sacking people?’ He rolls his eyes. ‘Look, we have a high turnover of call-centre staff as it is, so there’s no reason why we can’t just fail to replace the ones who hand in their notice voluntarily. And the ones who aren’t up to scratch…’

‘I put them on a warning? And then if they still don’t brush up, they’re out the door?’ I know I’m a senior manager but I’ve only ever had to fire one member of my staff before, and it was so excruciatingly difficult that I opened a bottle of wine at 10am to stop myself from shaking.

‘We have a legal route to letting go substandard staff. Use the routes available to you, Gillian.’

‘And voluntary redundancy?’

‘As a last option… because of the cost. Look, we have to make difficult decisions in business. I’ve got targets. You’ve got targets.’ Colin is waving his hands around like a cornered politician now.

‘But –’

‘Just do your job, Gill.’

I am dismissed without further discussion. Just do my job, indeed!

By 2pm, I have downed a disappointing tuna sandwich and have actually spoken to Mum on the phone. She sounded groggy and complained about the hospital food but at least admitted that Mr Tibbs is long dead.

Now, I’m listening in on a call between a colleague and an elderly woman in Shropshire, who wants to know if the contents of her shed are included in her policy.

‘Well, opportunist thieves have just stolen next door’s lawnmower, you see. And I’ve got a good one. It’s a Bosch. Only a year old. My husband bought it just before he died.’ She sighs. ‘They just lifted up her garden panels and walked –’

‘Can I take your name, first line of your address, and date of birth, please?’ Darren Loveday, the colleague fielding the call, sounds bored. He makes a clack-clacking noise. I’m fairly certain he’s chewing gum.

‘Well, I just gave all that to your colleague.’ The old lady is clearly flustered.

‘Policy number.’ Clack-clack.

‘I gave that to your colleague, too. And I gave it to the automated woman when I first connected. You know, I’ve been on this call, going round the houses for almost twenty minutes!’

‘’Fraid I can’t open your record without your details. I need you to clear the security questions before I can talk to you.’ Clack-clack. ‘Imagine if you was a fraudster, like phishing for information and that. Would you want me handing out your policy information and address without knowing it was you? ’Cause that’s asking for trouble, right?’ Darren is now apparently gaslighting the customer. ‘And you could lose everything.’
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