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Chapter 1: Bunting and Bitter Brews

[image: ]




The bunting had gone up at dawn.

Flora Wren had watched the first lengths unfurl from the ladder balanced against the lamppost by the war memorial, stripes of cream and faded cranberry snapping briskly in the breeze. By nine o’clock the entire village green was laced in colour. It was not flamboyant; Featherstone never was. The fabric was cotton rather than plastic, the poles painted a modest sage green rather than anything that might be accused of modern enthusiasm. Even celebration here had a sense of proportion.

Her stall stood three spaces from the main marquee, near enough to catch the drift of music from the brass quartet yet far enough that customers could speak without raising their voices. The sign read Featherstone Bakeshop in her own neat hand, chalked carefully across a slate board. Beneath it, trays of lemon tarts glowed pale as primroses, and scones—plain, fruit, and rosemary with sea salt—rested beneath linen covers that kept them warm without turning them damp.

Dotty, whose festival ribbon had been tied with unnecessary precision around her collar, surveyed the arrangements from a wicker basket lined with a folded tea towel. The Pekingese possessed a face that suggested permanent astonishment, though Flora knew this to be a performance. Dotty’s true talent lay in the way she coaxed strangers into confidences. People bent to stroke her, and in bending, spoke.

“You are not to sample anything without permission,” Flora murmured, adjusting the small ceramic bowl placed discreetly behind the trestle table. “Public dignity, Dotty.”

Dotty blinked as if the concept were faintly unreasonable.

The Heritage Tea Festival had been spoken of for months, though in Featherstone such speaking rarely rose above a moderate volume. It was to be an exhibition of local blends, historical notes, and visiting importers whose expertise lent the village an air of mild sophistication. The centrepiece was the ceremonial tasting in the main marquee at eleven, where a distinguished tea importer from London—Mr Adrian Bellamy—would unveil a limited blend said to incorporate leaves aged in cedar chests.

Flora had not met Mr Bellamy prior to the morning. She had, however, observed him from a distance while arranging her display. He was tall, impeccably dressed in a suit too light for the breeze, and inclined to clasp his hands behind his back as though assessing an estate. He smiled often. It did not quite reach his eyes.

By half ten the green hummed with restrained excitement. Children chased each other around the edge of the cricket pitch, careful to avoid the bunting poles. The scent of cut grass mingled with hot sugar and tannin steam rising from enamel kettles. From the far side of the green drifted the faint metallic tang of brass instruments warming.

“Flora, my dear, these are perfection,” called Mrs Calder, balancing a paper plate with visible delight. “You must tell me how you get the crust so even.”

“Temperature and patience,” Flora replied. “In equal measure.”

She poured tea for a queue that had formed without fuss. Her movements were steady. Milk first only upon request. Cups warmed beforehand. A small square of folded napkin beneath each saucer. Competence, she had learned, could quiet more than hunger.

At eleven precisely, the brass quartet shifted into a sprightly march. Heads turned toward the marquee, where a small platform had been erected and dressed with ferns in terracotta pots. The village’s festival organiser, Mr Lionel Ashford, stood beside Mr Bellamy with an expression of careful pride. Ashford’s waistcoat was patterned with tiny teapots, a detail that suggested both enthusiasm and a willingness to risk gentle ridicule.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Ashford began, his voice carried by a modest speaker that crackled once before settling, “Featherstone welcomes you to our Heritage Tea Festival.”

A ripple of applause. Flora glanced up from pouring and noted the arrangement of faces—interest, mild scepticism, polite expectation. She placed a cup into waiting hands and allowed herself a single, measured look toward the platform.

Mr Bellamy spoke next. His tone was smooth, rehearsed, touched with a London cadence that made certain vowels stretch. He spoke of provenance, of altitude, of leaves plucked at dawn by skilled hands. He described cedar ageing as though it were an art reserved for initiates.

Flora listened with half an ear while calculating the pace at which she would need to replenish the scones. Dotty’s head tilted at intervals, following the rhythm of applause rather than the content.

The ceremonial blend was poured from a tall porcelain pot into delicate cups set upon a side table. Ashford lifted his first, inhaled with visible appreciation, and sipped. Mr Bellamy followed.

There was a pause—not unusual, for tasting required contemplation.

Then Mr Bellamy’s hand trembled.

It was not dramatic at first. A small, almost irritated flick of the wrist as though swatting a persistent gnat. The cup rattled faintly against its saucer. Ashford leaned fractionally closer, his smile tightening in inquiry.

Mr Bellamy attempted another sip. The tremor intensified. The porcelain tipped, tea spilling in an amber arc onto the platform boards.

A murmur moved through the marquee like wind through dry reeds.

Flora set down the teapot in her hand before the sound fully formed. Something in the angle of Mr Bellamy’s shoulders, in the way his spine stiffened, spoke of more than embarrassment.

He swayed.

Ashford reached for him, but too late. Mr Bellamy collapsed sideways, the fall graceless, his head striking the edge of the fern pot before his body settled against the boards.

For a heartbeat, the green held its breath.

Then sound fractured into pieces.

A woman gasped sharply. Someone shouted for a doctor. The brass quartet faltered into silence. Chairs scraped. A child began to cry, though perhaps at the sudden noise rather than the sight.

Flora did not run. Running amplified panic. Instead, she stepped out from behind her stall, lifted Dotty’s basket, and moved toward the nearest cluster of unsettled guests.

“Tea,” she said calmly. “Hot and steady. There is space here.”

It was a simple statement, yet it provided direction. A young mother, pale, allowed herself to be guided to the bench near Flora’s table. An elderly gentleman whose hands shook accepted a cup as though it were a lifeline. Dotty, sensing opportunity and gravity in equal measure, permitted herself to be stroked by three different pairs of fingers in quick succession.

Across the green, two men knelt beside Mr Bellamy. Someone had already called for an ambulance; the distant wail of sirens began to thread through the air.

Speculation flickered instantly, as it always did.

“He looked unwell when he arrived.”

“It was the blend, surely.”

“Heatstroke, perhaps?”

“It is hardly warm enough for that.”

Flora did not engage the whispers. She watched instead. Ashford had stepped back from the platform, one hand pressed against his waistcoat as though steadying himself. His expression was not merely alarmed. It was calculating.

The crowd’s instinct was to cluster, to move closer in the belief that proximity equalled understanding. Flora raised her voice just enough to be heard without sharpness.

“Please keep the centre clear. The paramedics will need space.”

Her tone was neither commanding nor pleading. It assumed cooperation. Several heads turned toward her; then, almost sheepishly, people shifted back. Order returned by degrees.

The siren grew louder, then cut abruptly as the ambulance pulled onto the edge of the green. Two paramedics moved briskly toward the marquee, equipment in hand. Their presence introduced a different rhythm—efficient, contained.

Flora resumed pouring.

It might have appeared incongruous, serving tea while a man lay unconscious yards away, yet she understood something that the more theatrical among them did not: stillness required anchors. If she allowed her stall to collapse into disorder, the unease would ripple outward unchecked.

“Is he—” Mrs Calder began.

“We do not know,” Flora replied evenly. “And we shall not speculate.”

Mrs Calder nodded, chastened and grateful.

Dotty shifted in her basket and gave a single, decisive bark at a cluster of teenagers who were attempting to edge closer for a better view. The sound startled them into retreat.

“Quite right,” Flora murmured.

Within minutes, Mr Bellamy was lifted onto a stretcher. His face had lost its earlier polish; the smooth confidence was replaced by a pallor that unsettled even at a distance. Ashford spoke rapidly to one of the paramedics, gesturing toward the teapot on the platform.

The ceremonial blend remained on the side table, its lid slightly askew.

A murmur thickened at that sight.

Poison was not a word spoken aloud, but it hovered.

Flora felt the shift in atmosphere as distinctly as one feels a change in weather. Celebration had thinned into something brittle. The bunting, which had seemed cheerful an hour before, now snapped too sharply in the wind.

She stepped back behind her stall and lifted the linen from a fresh tray of scones. The act was deliberate.

“Refills,” she announced. “And please, mind your footing.”

It was astonishing how swiftly the ordinary could reclaim ground. The queue reformed, though subdued. Conversations resumed in fragments, quieter, edged with caution. Children were drawn closer to parents. The brass quartet conferred in low tones, uncertain whether music would now seem insensitive.

Ashford approached her stall at last, his expression carefully composed.

“Miss Wren,” he said, voice pitched low, “an unfortunate incident. Quite unexpected.”

“Indeed,” Flora replied, meeting his gaze without challenge. “Is he stable?”

“They are taking him to the hospital. A precaution, I am sure.”

His words were tidy. Too tidy.

“And the blend?” she asked, not because she required gossip, but because the question needed to exist in air rather than shadow.

Ashford’s eyes flickered. “We have retained it. Naturally.”

“Of course.”

He hesitated, then leaned closer. “It would be helpful if the narrative remained measured. Festivals thrive on goodwill.”

Flora understood. Panic could damage more than a single morning. Suppliers withdrew. Visitors declined to return. Rumour, once uncontained, had a habit of outpacing fact.

“I have no intention of fuelling alarm,” she said. “But neither will I dismiss concern.”

A subtle tightening at the corner of his mouth suggested that he had hoped for something simpler.

“Quite,” he murmured, and moved away.

Flora watched him rejoin a knot of committee members. Their heads bent together, forming a temporary barricade against scrutiny.

At her feet, Dotty exhaled in a dramatic sigh.

“Yes,” Flora agreed softly. “It has shifted.”

A young man she recognised only vaguely from the greengrocer’s queue approached her stall. His brow was furrowed.

“You do not think it was—” he began, lowering his voice.

“I think,” Flora interrupted gently, “that we allow professionals to determine what occurred.”

He coloured. “Yes. Sensible.”

She handed him a cup.

Across the green, the platform had been cleared. The fern pot lay on its side, soil scattered in a dark crescent. A volunteer righted it with careful hands, as though restoring a dignity that had been momentarily stripped.

The festival did not end.

That was perhaps the most remarkable element. After a brief consultation, Ashford returned to the microphone. His announcement was brief: a medical emergency had occurred; Mr Bellamy was receiving care; the tasting would be postponed. The remainder of the programme would proceed.

There was applause—not enthusiastic, but resolute.

The brass quartet resumed, choosing a slower piece.

Flora felt something inside her settle. The instinct to retreat had been strong in the first wave of commotion. Yet the village had chosen steadiness over spectacle.

Customers continued to come. Some spoke of nothing but the weather. Others circled the incident with careful phrasing.

“Such a shock.”

“Yes.”

“I hope it is nothing serious.”

“As do we all.”

Flora noted small details. The way one committee member avoided the marquee entirely thereafter. The way another lingered near the teapot before it was removed. The faint tremor still present in Ashford’s hand when he accepted a cup from her, though his voice remained composed.

Observation was not accusation. It was simply attention.

By early afternoon, the edge had softened. Children returned to their games. Laughter resurfaced in cautious bursts. The scent of sugar once again dominated over anxiety.

Dotty, having performed admirably as an instrument of reassurance, accepted a crumb of scone with restrained satisfaction.

Flora wiped her hands on a clean cloth and allowed herself a slow breath. The spectacle had threatened to unravel the day. Instead, order had been coaxed back into place, thread by thread.

Yet beneath the restored calm lay something unsettled.

She glanced toward the empty space on the platform where the tasting had begun. The porcelain cups had been collected. The cedar-aged blend had vanished into a sealed container.

The bunting continued to snap overhead, bright against a sky that had shifted from blue to a faint, uncertain grey.

Flora poured another cup and handed it to a waiting guest.

“Still warm,” she said.

By three o’clock the clouds had thickened into a quilted grey and the wind had acquired a sharper edge, as though the morning’s brightness had been an indulgence it now regretted. The bunting kept up its brisk chatter, snapping at its knots, tugging at the poles with impatient little jerks. Flora’s fingers, warm from the oven trays and teapot handles, began to cool between pours. She flexed them once beneath the table, out of sight, then reached for the next cup with the same measured care she would have used at the bakery counter.

The festival’s rhythm had changed. Not broken, not ended, simply altered, like a tune played a shade slower after someone has stumbled in the middle of a dance. People still approached her stall because habits were comforting, because tea was a way of staying civil when thoughts wanted to run. Yet there was an extra pause at the start of each exchange, a moment where customers weighed whether to speak of what had happened or pretend the village green had not held an ambulance less than two hours ago.

Flora made it easy for them. She asked if they preferred milk, offered a tart, commented on the wind. She did not steer them away from the subject, but she did not let it become a performance. That, she realised, was the difference between calm and denial. Calm held space without fuss. Denial demanded silence.

Dotty shifted in her basket and arranged herself with a small huff, chin perched on the edge as if she were the dignitary, not the dog. Her ribbon had loosened slightly and one tail flicked in the breeze. Flora tucked it back into place and felt Dotty’s warm breath on her wrist.

“Not untidy today,” she murmured. “We have enough going on.”

Dotty blinked slowly, her eyes glossy with patient judgement.

At the far end of the green, a few volunteers began to lower the flags that had marked the tasting area. The fern pot had been set upright again, soil brushed away, but the platform boards still showed the darker stain of spilled tea. It looked like an accusation, a patch of amber that would not fade.

Flora noticed Ashford again, moving in quick, contained lines between committee members and stallholders, his face composed into a polite mask that did not quite conceal its strain. He had the air of a man trying to hold a tray steady while someone keeps bumping his elbow. Every so often he glanced toward Flora’s stall, and though he did not approach, the look held calculation, as if measuring her influence, or perhaps simply her visibility.

She did not take offence. In a village like Featherstone, influence was rarely announced; it was inferred from who people looked at when the room shifted.

A couple in their sixties approached her table, the woman clutching her handbag as though it might float away in the wind. Flora recognised them as the Harpers from the lane near the church, friendly enough but inclined to hover at the edge of matters until they were forced into the centre.

“You’ve been a star,” Mrs Harper said, voice low, eyes darting briefly toward the marquee. “Keeping everything... well. Keeping it.”

Flora smiled. Praise, in moments like this, could be both kindness and an attempt to bind. She accepted it without letting it cling.

“It is only tea,” she replied.

“It is more than tea,” Mr Harper murmured, the sort of man who spoke as though every sentence might be overheard by someone with power to punish. “People were about to... you know.”

“They were startled,” Flora said. “So was I.”

Mrs Harper’s gaze dropped to Dotty. “And you, little darling, you’ve been so good.”

Dotty allowed herself to be stroked with solemn endurance, then leaned into Mrs Harper’s hand as if granting her permission to feel useful.

Mrs Harper’s voice became a whisper. “They’re saying it was your tea.”

Flora did not stiffen. Inside, something tightened, but she kept her face steady. This was exactly the kind of misinterpretation she had anticipated, the sort that sprouted in the space between fact and fear.

“My tea?” she repeated gently.

“Well, not yours exactly. But you were serving. And you are nearby. And people... people join things together, don’t they.” Mrs Harper’s cheeks coloured, as though she regretted the words even as she spoke them. “I just thought you should know.”

Flora looked at the table. At the rows of cups. At the clean linen. At her own hands, unflustered, competent. She felt the familiar urge to retreat from the crowd’s gaze, not because she feared blame, but because she disliked being at the centre of any story not of her choosing. Baking let her be present without being observed too closely. This was different. This was spectacle.

She inhaled slowly, letting the scent of tannin and lemon steady her.

“Thank you for telling me,” she said. “I will address it by continuing to be careful and visible. Rumour feeds on gaps.”

Mr Harper nodded, relieved to be given a practical explanation rather than an emotional one. “Yes. Yes, that makes sense.”

Mrs Harper pressed her lips together. “You’re not worried?”

Flora considered the question. Worried was a broad word. She was not worried about her tea, because she knew her process and her supplies and her own habits of vigilance. She was not worried about hysteria, because hysteria, while unpleasant, rarely lasted long in places where people feared embarrassment. What unsettled her was the way quickly a village could become a theatre simply because an unexpected thing had happened in public.

“I am attentive,” she said. “Worry is not always useful.”

Mrs Harper exhaled, as though Flora had offered her something firmer than reassurance. “No. Quite.”

They moved away, and Flora resumed pouring without changing pace. Yet she stored the information away, not as fuel for suspicion, but as a reminder of how fragile reputation could be when people were frightened. She would not allow her stall to become the convenient thread tying together the village’s discomfort.

A few minutes later a young woman in a floral scarf approached, hesitated, and then set her hands on the edge of the table as if anchoring herself.
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