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Chapter One









Poppy Lancaster stared at her opponents. There were six of them lined up in front of her: small, brown, and hairy, each with dark eyes set close to a pinched hole of a mouth… She clenched her fingers around the wooden ball, feeling its smooth surface against the sweaty skin of her palm, and shifted her hold, trying to get a better grip. Then she swung her arm back and heaved the ball forwards as hard as she could. 

She held her breath. For a moment, it looked as if the ball might strike her target—then it sailed harmlessly between two members of the line and landed with a thud on the grassy ground behind them.

“Aww… bad luck. You almost got one,” said the owner of the side stall with a grin. It was a coconut shy, a time-honoured funfair attraction where you could test your skill at aiming (or lack of skill, in Poppy’s case). “Not as easy as it looks, eh? Got all those fancy computer games and whatnot these days, but I still say these traditional games beat ‘em hands down. You were very close that time though…” He held out three more wooden balls and smiled persuasively, “Would you like another go? It’s just a quid…”

Poppy hesitated. She knew she was probably throwing money away. On the other hand, it was only one pound and the money was going to a good cause. Besides—she glanced once more at the six coconuts propped up on sticks and her expression hardened—she was determined to knock one off if it was the last thing she did!

Several minutes later, Poppy was breathing hard, many pounds poorer, and in a very bad mood. She had thrown ball after ball, and still hadn’t managed to knock a single coconut off its perch. 

“Nothing like a traditional English country game to get the blood pressure up,” came an amused voice behind her. 

Poppy stiffened. She recognised that deep baritone and as she swung around to see the tall, dark-haired man standing behind her, she wondered why Nick Forrest always managed to come upon her when she was at a disadvantage. It was almost as if he planned it, just so he could always laugh at her!

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

He raised his eyebrows. “Everyone in the village has been invited to the fête.”

“Yes, but I thought… well, I thought all you writers were anti-social introverts.”

He grinned. “Oh, we can be persuaded out of our caves now and then. Especially when it’s in aid of a good cause. This is the biggest fundraiser of the year for SOAR—South Oxfordshire Animal Rescue.” 

He nodded towards the small podium a few hundred yards away from them, where a table held hampers filled with various donated items: from jars of home-made jam to hand-knitted toys, gourmet cheeses to carved wooden ornaments. And one of them was filled with books. Poppy couldn’t see their covers clearly from this distance but she could guess that they were all novels written by the bestselling crime author standing next to her. 

“I usually just make a personal donation but this year, when they told me that they were planning this fair, I thought a hamper of my books might make a good prize too. Encourage more raffle tickets.”

“I didn’t realise you were such a big supporter of SOAR,” Poppy said, looking at him curiously. 

Nick made a wry face. “Yes, well, considering that I adopted that bloody cat from them, I suppose I feel a certain sense of loyalty—although God knows why. I constantly rue the day I brought that scrap of fur home eight years ago.”



Poppy smiled to herself. She wasn’t fooled by Nick’s belligerent words. The “bloody cat” he was referring to was his talkative ginger tom, Oren, and while they seemed to spend most of their time bickering like two grumpy old men, she had seen enough to know that there was a deep affection between them. Nick might never admit it, but she was sure that he loved his irascible feline companion. 





“So… you need help?” Nick grinned and nodded towards the row of coconuts on the other side of the booth counter.

“Uh… no, no! I’m managing fine,” said Poppy quickly. She raised her chin. “I… er… I was just warming up.”

Nick glanced at the grassy area around the coconut stands, which was littered with missed balls, and his lips twitched but he refrained from saying anything. Instead, he folded his arms and stood back to watch, his dark eyes alight with amusement. 

Poppy turned her back and tried to pretend he wasn’t there as she lifted a wooden ball again and took aim. It was the last ball she had. She took a deep breath and lobbed it forwards. It sailed tantalisingly close to a coconut but didn’t make contact. From the corner of her eye, she saw Nick’s lips twitch again. 

“Give me another set!” she said to the stall owner, shoving a pound coin at him.

He took the money and handed her three balls. They were dispatched with equal force—and an equal lack of results.

“One more!”

Another three balls. Another three misses.

“Another!” 

The man hesitated. “Miss… er… not that I don’t like taking the money, but there’s no shame in giving up, you know—”

“No, I’m not giving up!” Poppy cried. She plunged her hand into her pocket and pulled out a five-pound note. “Here! Give me the whole lot.”

The man gulped, then took the money and deposited fifteen wooden balls in front of her. Nick started to say something, but Poppy ignored him and turned back to the coconuts. She hurled a ball at them, gasping:

“Take that!”

Thud.

“And that!”

Thud.

“And that! AND THAT!”

Harder and faster, Poppy flung the balls. She could see Nick from the corner of her eye, his hand over his mouth and his shoulders shaking, and the sight goaded her even more. Was he laughing at her? She’d show him! She began to throw even faster, her movements turning into a frenzy, her aim completely random. Balls flew wildly in all directions, bouncing and striking things. 

“Whoa! Whoa!” cried the stall owner, ducking as a wooden ball narrowly missed his head. “Miss… you have to slow down—”

Gasping and panting, Poppy hurled her last ball. It struck the side of a coconut. She drew a sharp breath. The hairy brown fruit wobbled for a moment on its stick, then settled down again, but the stall owner lunged forwards and knocked it off its perch.

“Hurrah! You got one!” he said brightly, turning back to Poppy and presenting her with her prize.

“No, I didn’t—that wouldn’t have fallen off the stick. You swiped it off,” Poppy said indignantly. “I wanted to win it on my own!”

“And you did, you did!” the stall owner babbled. “Best player I’ve had all day today. Here you are… here’s your prize. Well done. Now, would you like to go and try another game?” He mopped his brow with a handkerchief.

Poppy took the coconut, slightly mollified, and scowled at Nick, who still looked like he was struggling not to laugh. “What’s so funny?”

He chuckled. “Nothing. I just never realised how stubbornly proud and independent you are.”

“What? I’m not—”

Poppy broke off as the air was rent by a terrified scream. She spun around, trying to trace the sound.

“It came from over there,” said Nick, pointing to the marquee beyond the coconut shy. His eyes were suddenly alert and watchful, and Poppy caught a glimpse of the CID detective he had once been. 

She dropped her coconut and rushed after him as he hurried over to the small crowd that was already beginning to form in front of the marquee. One woman’s voice rose shrilly above the babble.

“Oh my God, he’s dead! He’s dead!”

The crowd parted and Poppy stopped short at the sight of the man slumped on the ground. He was lying face-down, with his eyes closed and his face deathly pale, and there was blood smeared along his temple. Poppy heard a loud gasp next to her and turned to see the woman who had been shrieking also staring down at the body. She clamped a hand to her mouth and looked up at Poppy, her eyes wide with horror.

“I knew this was going to happen! I saw a black butterfly this morning as I was leaving the house—it’s a terrible omen! It means death is near…” The woman’s voice rose hysterically again. “This is another murder!”








  
  

[image: ]

Chapter Two









No, this can’t be happening, thought Poppy, her mind reeling. It had barely been a couple of weeks since the last shocking arrest—surely there couldn’t be another murder in the village of Bunnington so quickly? Even as she had the thought, the man on the ground began to stir and there were audible sighs of relief from the crowd.

“He’s alive!”

“Quick! Help him up!”

Nick crouched down next to the man and put a gentle hand under his elbow, helping him rise to a sitting position. 

“Are you all right?”

“Yes, I believe so… other than the most frightful headache,” the man said, massaging his bloody brow. 

He looked to be somewhere in his sixties; he had a lugubrious face, balding head, and a thin, almost puny figure, which was not enhanced by the dated brown suit he wore.

“What happened?” asked Nick.

“I… I don’t know…” murmured the man, still sounding dazed. “I was just walking along… and then something hard hit the side of my head…”

“Something hard…?” Nick glanced at the ground around the man and his gaze sharpened. He reached forwards and picked something up. “Like this?”

Poppy look at the item he was holding and let out a strangled sound. It was one of the wooden balls from the coconut shy that she had been hurling recklessly around! It must have hit this poor stranger as he walked past. 

Nick’s eyes met hers and he looked like he was struggling not to burst out laughing. Poppy squirmed with horror and embarrassment. She was just about to step forwards to confess and apologise when there was a commotion at the back of the crowd. She turned and saw a middle-aged woman with a round, kindly face trying to push through.

“They said there’s been an accident? Has someone been killed?” the woman gasped. She was panting, as if she had been running, and her eyes were wide and anxious.

“No, no—not killed, just injured,” someone in the crowd assured her.

“Yes, it looks like something smacked him on the head and knocked him out for a moment,” someone else said helpfully.

“Injured?” said the woman, still looking worried. “Oh dear! SOAR hasn’t taken out proper insurance for the fête; what if—oh!”

She stopped short as she stepped through the crowd, arriving in the centre at last, and her eyes fell on the man who had been injured.

“Norman! What happened? Your head! All that blood!” She rushed to his side. “Are you all right? If you stay still, I’ll call the ambulance.”

“Goodness gracious me—there’s no need for an ambulance! I’m fine,” said Norman, attempting to stand up with Nick’s help. He swayed slightly on his feet, but Poppy could see that his colour was already returning to normal. “I was just stunned for a moment, that’s all.”

“You’ve had a knock to the head and that needs to be checked out at the hospital. You could have concussion,” said Nick.

“Nonsense, nonsense… I feel fine, I tell you! Perhaps just a nice cup of tea…?” Norman looked hopefully around.

The kindly faced woman stepped forwards. “Oh yes, there’s some in the marquee. I’ll take you there—”

“I’ll help!” Poppy cried, keen to do something to make amends.

Leaving Nick with the crowd—many of whom had recognised him and were starting to badger him for autographs—Poppy took one of Norman’s arms whilst the woman took the other, and together they supported him as he walked shakily to the marquee. Inside the giant tent, a long trestle table had been erected along one wall and several ladies from the village were manning it, serving cups of tea and coffee, and little plates of cakes and buns. 

Poppy was relieved to see a familiar old lady with a mop of grey curls and round apple cheeks standing beside the teapot. It was her friend Nell Hopkins, who used to be her landlady back in London and who had recently moved to Oxfordshire to live with her. 

“Oh my lordy Lord, Poppy—what happened?” cried Nell as she caught sight of Norman and his bloody temple. 

She hurried forwards, followed by several of the other ladies, and they surrounded Norman, fussing over him. Poppy was amused to see Nell bossily directing the other ladies to bring her the first aid kit and make a hot drink for the injured man. Her old friend might have only arrived in the village a few weeks ago but it looked like she was already establishing her position as Top Hen in the local pecking order! 

Poppy stood back to let the other ladies tend to Norman and she heard someone talking next to her. It was the kindly faced woman, who had helped to bring Norman to the marquee; she was speaking into a walkie-talkie, and a minute later she shut off the receiver and gave Poppy a harassed look.

“I know Norman doesn’t want any fuss, but I’ve called the paramedics anyway. He really ought to get his head checked out.” She sighed and looked anxiously at the injured man, who was now parrying several offers of tea and cakes from the well-meaning ladies around him. “I hope he’s all right. I don’t understand what happened—”

“It’s my fault actually,” said Poppy, shamefaced. “I think one of the wooden balls I was using at the coconut shy struck Norman on the side of the head. I… er… I got a bit too enthusiastic and my aim must have gone wild.”

“Oh! I see…” said the woman, looking slightly relieved. “Well, I suppose accidents happen. At least that’s a simple explanation and it isn’t anything more sinister. When I heard that someone had been killed—”

“I think the lady with the orange hair got a bit hysterical and jumped to conclusions,” said Poppy with a wry smile. 

The woman sighed. “Ah, yes… Sonia… she does tend to overreact. She’s very superstitious, you see, and often gets upset about things. Still, sometimes you never know with these public events. One does try to plan for all eventualities, of course, but it is so difficult, especially with an event that takes place outdoors.”

“Are you involved in organising the fair?” asked Poppy.

The woman nodded, holding a hand out and smiling. “Yes, my name is Ursula Philips. I’m on the board for SOAR and also part of the committee that organises the annual fundraiser. This year’s fête is probably the most ambitious thing we’ve ever attempted—although, I have to say, so far it seems to be the most successful as well.” She turned and looked out of the entrance of the marquee to the elegant landscaped gardens around them. “We’ve been very lucky to have access to such a beautiful location, of course. This estate belongs to my aunt, Muriel Farnsworth, and she offered SOAR the use of the grounds at no charge. Duxton House isn’t normally open to the public, you see, so that has been a draw in itself.”

Poppy followed her gaze to the grounds outside and saw that the stalls and booths around the open lawn were surrounded by crowds of people milling about, all having a great time. There was the wonderful jovial atmosphere of an English village fête, with the colourful bunting that decorated the stalls fluttering in the breeze, and the sound of talk and laughter mingling with music and cheering. Several people were eagerly trying their hand at the traditional games on offer, from the hoopla and Hook A Duck to the infamous coconut shy—and others were admiring the entries for the Largest Fruit and Vegetable competitions, as well as the home baking, jams, and pickles on sale at the stalls. 

“The villagers have been so kind,” Ursula said with a grateful smile as her eyes roved over the various stalls. “Some have brought home-made cakes and jams and things, and others have volunteered to run the games, and they’ve all offered to donate the proceeds from their sales to SOAR. We’re hoping to buy a new van to transport the animals to their foster homes, you see.”

“I think I just funded half your van with the amount I spent at the coconut shy,” said Poppy with a laugh. “But it was worth every penny. I only moved to Bunnington a few weeks ago and this is the first village fête I’ve been to—and I’m having a fantastic time!”

Ursula smiled. “Thank you. It’s my first time organising an event of this scale and I’m delighted with how it’s turned out. Charitable organisations rely on fundraising events so this kind of organisational experience is crucial for someone who wants a position on the committee.” She gave Poppy a curious look. “You said you only moved to Bunnington recently…?”

“Yes, I inherited Hollyhock Cottage and the attached garden nursery—”

“Oh! You’re Mary Lancaster’s long-lost granddaughter!” cried Ursula.

Poppy flushed slightly. “Yes, I suppose—”

“What a coincidence! You’re the very person I’ve been wanting to see. I heard that you were coming to the fête so I’ve been hoping to bump into you—I’m so glad to have found you at last.”

“You were looking for me?” said Poppy in surprise.

“Yes, I—” Ursula broke off as a pair of paramedics hurried into the marquee, carrying a stretcher and other medical supplies. 

Norman looked mortified and protested loudly as they attempted to carry him out on the stretcher. He flatly refused to go to the hospital, no matter how much Ursula pleaded with him. 

“This is ridiculous! I’ve had a small knock to the head, that is all—there is no need to go to hospital for that,” he insisted. “All I need is to rest for a bit, just until my headache lifts.”

At last, they reached a compromise where the paramedics examined Norman as best as they could and then left him with some strong painkillers, instructions to take things easy, and a stern warning to go to the hospital immediately if he experienced any serious concussion symptoms. As soon as they’d left, Norman stood up and made to leave the marquee. 

“Norman! Where are you going?” cried Ursula, putting a hand on his arm.

“I must go to my car to retrieve the items for the raffle,” said Norman. “I’ve brought several pieces from my antique shop to donate—”

“Oh no, you’re not going anywhere, other than into the manor house to lie down,” said Ursula firmly. “You heard what the paramedics said. You need to rest and take things easy, not go around lugging heavy boxes.”

“But—”

“I can go and collect the things, if you like,” Poppy offered. “If you just tell me where your car is parked and give me the keys…?”

Norman dug into his suit jacket pocket and handed her a set of car keys. “It’s parked right at the end of the field, underneath the elm tree. There are some ceramic items so—”

“Don’t worry, I’ll take the greatest care,” Poppy promised, taking the keys and heading out of the marquee.
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Chapter Three









Several minutes later, Poppy walked slowly back from the carpark, carrying a cardboard box. She headed for the table beside the podium where the other donations for the raffle were being displayed. Included amongst the prizes was a large bouquet of fresh flowers that she had cut from her own cottage garden that morning. As she approached the table, Poppy was surprised to see that the group of women standing around the table were actually admiring her bouquet.

“It’s just gorgeous, isn’t it? So nice to see a simple bunch of country flowers in an arrangement,” said one lady.

“Yes, one gets so tired of all those strange exotic things that you get at the florists nowadays,” agreed her friend, making a face. “Monstera and eucalyptus and whatnot…”

“I always prefer to buy British and this is exactly the kind of thing I’m always looking for: a nice, simple bouquet of cottage garden favourites,” said a third lady. She turned the arrangement to look at it from all angles. “This one really is fabulous. Look at the way they’ve combined the colours and even tucked in some ivy on the sides—”

“Oh yes, that’s very clever!”

“I love the looser style of the arrangement too,” said the first lady. “Not like those perfect, stiff bouquets that you get from florists. This one looks as if you’ve just picked these flowers yourself from the garden and tied them together.”

“Mmm… yes, lovely!”

Poppy flushed with pleasure as she listened to their compliments. She hesitated, wondering if she should go over and tell them she had created the arrangement. Before she could make up her mind, however, the women turned and wandered off. As they moved away, Poppy noticed a stout lady in her sixties who had been standing a bit farther beyond them, grouping and arranging items to display them to the best effect in the hampers. Poppy realised that it was Mrs Peabody—one of the worst busybodies and biggest gossips in the village—and began to beat a hasty retreat, but it was too late. The woman had seen her.

“Ah—Poppy… I haven’t seen you out and about in the village in days! Been busy with the cottage garden, have you?”

“Er… yes, well… you know my grandmother’s property was very neglected and the garden was terribly overgrown. It’s taken me a while to get on top of it. Actually, I’m still not completely done,” Poppy said with a rueful smile. “There are still some things—like that monster rambling rose at the back of the garden and some overgrown ivy on the walls—that I haven’t had the heart to tackle yet. But it’s a lot better than it was.”

“And I understand that your friend Mrs Hopkins has come to live with you at Hollyhock Cottage,” said Mrs Peabody with a sniff. “She certainly hasn’t wasted time in making herself known in the village.”

Poppy hid a smile. Oh dear. Maybe Nell’s bid for the Top Hen position was ruffling a few feathers after all. 

“Is it true that Mrs Hopkins used to be your landlady back in London?” Mrs Peabody asked.

“Yes, that’s right.”

Mrs Peabody raised her eyebrows. “Your landlady? And now she’s living with you?”

“Well, Nell has been wonderful—she helped to nurse my mother during her illness, and she’s been so good to me since Mum passed away last year. She’s really become more like family now.” 

“But of course, you still have your real family to find, don’t you?” said Mrs Peabody quickly, with a gleam in her eye. “Surely you haven’t given up your search for your father?”

Poppy sighed inwardly. She should have known that Mrs Peabody would start asking about her father again. The woman never missed an opportunity to pry into her background.

“Well, it was never much of a search to begin with, since I know so little about him,” she said. “I mean, it’s really like looking for a needle in a haystack. I wouldn’t even know where to begin.” 

She didn’t add, though, that she still couldn’t quite break the habit of buying celebrity magazines whenever she could and flipping eagerly through the pages, searching the faces of male musicians for signs of similarity to her own features. To her relief, however, Mrs Peabody seemed happy to abandon the subject of her father, returning instead to the topic of the cottage garden nursery.

“I’m looking forward to seeing it when you officially reopen the nursery—and to being able to purchase plants in Bunnington again,” said Mrs Peabody, rubbing her hands. “So… when will you be opening?”

“Oh… um… I don’t know yet,” Poppy mumbled. “I’m… ah… still working on some things. You know… er… laying the groundwork…” 

She felt embarrassed to admit that she was struggling with the practical aspects of setting up and running a garden business. She had borrowed a pile of books from the local library and dutifully read them from cover to cover, as well as spent hours online researching plant growing, propagation, and “running a nursery business”. She had tried to absorb all the information on business plans and plant licences, horticultural qualifications and gardening equipment, seed stratification and bottom heat, potting mixes and soil amendment… but all the research seemed to have done was make her feel even more intimidated. Now she felt too paralysed by the fear of “getting it wrong” to even take the first step. 

Besides, even if she had felt confident about the business aspects of running a nursery, she was still stuck on a basic practical level. Her grandmother had specialised in cottage garden plants—flowers, herbs, and other traditional favourites—and that was what people would expect to find when they came to the re-opened nursery. After a rocky start, Poppy had slowly got the hang of sowing and planting seeds. She had a new batch of seedlings that seemed to be growing well, but most of them were perennials that wouldn’t be mature enough to sell until spring next year, at the earliest. In fact, with autumn just around the corner and winter creeping up soon after that—a time when people retreated indoors and did very little in the garden—she had no idea how she was going to bring in an income. 

When she had received that letter about her unexpected inheritance, Poppy hadn’t expected to come to Oxfordshire and fall in love with the little stone cottage and the wild, romantic garden surrounding it. She had impulsively decided to stay and resurrect the nursery business that had been in her family for generations—even though the sensible thing would have been to sell up and take the money. However, since then, not a day had gone by when Poppy hadn’t wondered if she had made the right decision. With no gardening skills or naturally green fingers, no experience of running a business, and barely any savings to her name… had she been naïve and reckless to think that she could take over her grandmother’s cottage garden nursery? It was a worry that had kept her awake at night more and more in the past few weeks and now she squirmed under Mrs Peabody’s shrewd gaze. 

“There’s no shame in admitting that you’re feeling overwhelmed, especially if you’ve never had any experience of gardening or running a business before. Don’t be like your grandmother, dear,” said Mrs Peabody tartly. “She was a great plantswoman and gardener, but her pride was her downfall. She was always too proud to accept help or advice, too stubborn to admit that she might have made a mistake or done things wrong—and it cost her both her family and her health in the end.” 

Poppy swallowed, thinking of the gardening job she had just completed for John and Amber Smitheringale, a wealthy young couple who had bought a country home in the village recently. That had nearly turned into an absolute disaster because—it was true—she had been too embarrassed to admit her inexperience and too proud to ask for help when she had run into trouble. Thankfully, it had all ended up okay in the end, but she had learned a valuable lesson. 

She took a deep breath and turned to Mrs Peabody with a shamefaced smile. “You’re right… I am struggling a bit. Well, more than a bit, actually. I don’t know what to do—I want to re-open the nursery but I don’t have anything to sell! It’s too late in the season to start growing flowering plants, and by the time they’re ready, it will be autumn and nobody will be planting anything in the garden—”

“They will if it’s winter bedding plants.”

“Winter bedding plants?”

“Yes, things like pansies and violas and primroses that will flower in colder weather and early spring. And you could grow cyclamens—those are always popular in winter. People love having colour that they can bring indoors, to liven up the dark winter days.”

“Oh. I didn’t know… I was just thinking of the traditional cottage garden flowers, like hollyhocks and foxgloves and sweet peas and things. You know, the things that I’ve seen in the garden…”

“Ah… but you do know that gardens change?” said Mrs Peabody with a smile. “What you see now isn’t going to be the same in a month’s time. There will be different plants coming into their own and blooming. Dahlias, for instance, will be just starting to flower now, and rudbeckias too. Gardens aren’t a static thing, dear. They change with the seasons. So there will be different plants that you can provide at different times.” 

“Yes, I see that now.” Poppy felt her spirits lift, her optimism returning. “Okay, I’ll sow some seeds for winter bedding plants as soon as I get back. Thanks for telling me!” she said enthusiastically.

Mrs Peabody put out a restraining hand. “But you know, dear… personally, I think you’re trying to do too much. Rome wasn’t built in a day. Maybe it’s too ambitious to want to immediately re-open the nursery the way your grandmother had it. She had years of experience and knowledge. You need to learn how to grow plants well first and that takes time, and lots of trial and error. But you can make things easier for yourself, you know. For example, there’s no need for you to grow everything from seed.”

“But… but isn’t that what nurseries do?” asked Poppy, bewildered. 

“Well, technically, yes—nurseries propagate plants from seeds and cuttings. But many nurseries also buy in plug plants which they grow into bigger plants to sell. Then you don’t need to worry about germinating and pricking out seedlings and all that nonsense.” Mrs Peabody made a face. “It’s a terribly fussy business and half the seeds never seem to germinate, and then the remaining seedlings die for no apparent reason or simply don’t grow very well.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what happened to me!” Poppy exclaimed. “I’ve finally managed to get one batch of seeds sprouted and growing well, but they’re still really tiny and I keep wondering if they’ll make it.”

Mrs Peabody nodded emphatically. “That’s why I say you need to get plug plants, dear.” 

“Plug plants?”

“Baby plants. You can get them very cheaply; I’ve picked up a tray or two from the garden centre myself a couple of times. It’s a very economical way to plant up a flowerbed, you know. And I imagine you could get them cheaper from the wholesale plant suppliers,” she added. “I’m sure your grandmother must have a list of suppliers that she’s dealt with. Even she didn’t grow every one of her plants herself from seed or cutting, you know.”

“But… if people are coming to a nursery, won’t they mind that the plants haven’t been produced there from scratch?” asked Poppy, still unsure.

Mrs Peabody waved a hand. “Who’s to know? People don’t care about the details, dear. They just want something easy and pretty to plant in their gardens. Of course, they could get the plug plants themselves—like I have—but most people don’t want the hassle of waiting for the plants to grow on. Everyone is dreadfully impatient, you know—especially young people nowadays. They always want everything available immediately and can’t seem to bear waiting for anything! I’m sure they’d be more than happy to pay someone else to grow them a bigger plant that they can put straight into their gardens.”

Poppy digested all this, feeling like she was suddenly getting a new perspective. Starting with plug plants is like learning to ride a bicycle with training wheels, she told herself with a smile. Once I get the hang of growing bigger plants, I can try doing things myself from scratch! 

She looked at Mrs Peabody and felt a sudden surge of gratitude, and also of shame for her earlier uncharitable thoughts about the woman. Mrs Peabody might have been a nosy old biddy and a dreadful gossip, but she was also kind and unexpectedly wise. Poppy started to thank her but the older woman turned towards the box from Norman’s car and said briskly: 

“Hmm… right, now, let’s see—what have you got there? Ah… those are from Norman Smalle’s antique shop, aren’t they?” She took each item as Poppy began unloading them from the box. “Hmm… hmm… yes, lovely old clock, this… and these glass paperweights are always popular… oh, and he’s included a pair of bookends—very nice—and these little china figurines are very pretty too…”

Poppy retrieved the last item at the bottom of the box and looked at it curiously. It was some kind of knife, with a chunky wooden handle and a curved blade with a hooked tip. It looked almost like a miniature sickle, and as she turned it in her hand, she realised that the blade could be folded into the wooden handle. 

“Is this some kind of pocket knife?” she asked.

“Oh no, dear, that’s a pruning knife,” said Mrs Peabody. “You don’t see so many around anymore—I suppose people mostly use secateurs or pruning shears now—but back when I was a little girl, most gardeners and farmers had one of these. You can do so much with them, you see—prune roses and trim branches from trees and shrubs, harvest things from the vegetable patch, deadhead flowers, cut up twine…”

“Wow, this thing can do all that?” said Poppy, looking down at the knife.

“Oh yes, it’s very sharp. Cuts through most things in the garden. Look…” Mrs Peabody took the knife and pressed it gently against one of the wooden spools that held a roll of ribbon. Poppy was impressed to see it slice right through the rim, as if the wood was soft butter. 

“You have to be so careful with those, you know! My father once nearly cut off his finger with his pruning knife.”

Poppy turned to see who had joined them and recognised the hysterical woman who had thought that Norman was a murder victim. Sonia—yes, that was her name, Poppy recalled. She was very thin, almost bony, with frizzy orange hair and a pale face that seemed perpetually puckered in a worried frown. She wrung her hands as she eyed the pruning knife and said in a breathless voice:

“You know, it’s very bad luck to give a knife as a gift—having this as part of the raffle prizes is a terrible omen! It could bring pain and misfortune on all those who buy a raffle ticket!”
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Chapter Four









“Hush! What nonsense!” said Mrs Peabody loudly, giving a forced laugh and looking quickly around to see if any members of the public had heard. She lowered her voice and hissed: “Really, Sonia, you must stop believing in these silly superstitions, and you certainly shouldn’t be repeating them!” She frowned at the thin woman. “You would think, as a member of the committee, you’d understand how important it is to encourage the public to donate. This raffle has been fantastic for raising funds and the last thing we need is for the public to hear any bad associations with—”

“What bad associations?”

Poppy turned to see Ursula approaching the table.

“It’s nothing—just Sonia overreacting again,” said Mrs Peabody with an irritable sigh. 

Ursula, however, gave Sonia a patient smile. “What are you talking about?”

Mrs Peabody cut in before Sonia could answer: “It’s just a pruning knife that was amongst the items donated by Norman, from his antique shop. But really, Sonia is just being very silly and—”

“I’m not being silly!” cried Sonia indignantly.

Ursula cleared her throat and held her hand out. “May I see this knife?”

Mrs Peabody handed it to her but somehow Ursula’s fingers slipped and the knife fell to the ground. The blade flipped out as it fell and stabbed into the hard earth as it landed, making the knife stick up straight with its handle to the sky.

Sonia gave a shriek. “NO! No, that’s a terrible omen! Dropping a knife is bad luck and it’s even worse when it lands sticking into the ground!” She looked around, her eyes wild. “It’s a death omen—it means that someone you know will die soon!” she wailed.

“HUSH!” snapped Mrs Peabody, scowling at the hysterical woman. She looked worriedly around at the crowds, where several people were starting to look at them curiously. “That’s enough, Sonia! You’re going to cause a mass panic if you keep going on like this!”

Ursula reached out, patted Sonia’s arm, and said in a soothing tone, like someone speaking to a frightened child, “It’s all right, Sonia. Calm down—nothing bad is going to happen.”

“But it fell to the ground—”

“I’m sure that doesn’t mean anything,” Ursula said reassuringly. “You know, superstitions only have power if you believe in them. Now, I’ll tell you what: there are so many other wonderful items in Norman’s collection already. I’m sure nobody will mind if the knife isn’t in there.” She took the pruning knife. “I’ll return it to Norman when I see him.”

Sonia gave a dramatic sigh of relief, which had Mrs Peabody compressing her lips in annoyance.

“Why don’t you go and arrange the rest of Norman’s things in a hamper?” suggested Ursula with a smile.

Sonia’s face brightened and she went off happily to the other end of the trestle table with the cardboard box and an empty hamper. As soon as she’d moved away, Mrs Peabody leaned forwards and hissed in an undertone:

“You shouldn’t pander to her, Ursula—you’ll just make her worse and worse! Sonia needs someone to give her a good shake and tell her to stop being such a ninny, not soothe her like a baby.”

Ursula sighed. “I just feel sorry for her—”

“That’s your trouble,” said Mrs Peabody, shaking her head. “You always feel sorry for everybody. My mother used to say: ‘One good turn never goes unpunished.’ It’s all very well being charitable, dear, but one of these days, you’ll regret being so nice to everyone.”

“Yes, but—” Ursula broke off as they were suddenly joined by an elderly lady carrying a toy poodle under one arm. “Ah! Aunt Muriel…” Ursula turned to Poppy and smiled, gesturing to the elderly lady beside her: “Poppy, I’d like you to meet my aunt, Muriel Farnsworth.”

There was no family resemblance between the two women but, even if there had been, they couldn’t have been more unalike. Ursula was quiet and unassuming in her pastel floral-print dress, with her brown hair pulled back in a loose bun and her round face enhanced only by minimal make-up. Her aunt, by contrast, was lavishly dressed in an expensive silk blouse with pearls at her neck, and despite her age—which was probably somewhere in the seventies—was wearing several layers of heavy make-up, including bright pink lipstick which looked very odd on her thin, puckered lips. As she moved her hands, Poppy caught sight of jewelled rings sparkling on her gnarled fingers—and they were matched by similar gems sparkling on the collar of the toy poodle she was carrying. 

“You’ll remember I said I was looking for you,” Ursula continued. “Well, it was really for Aunt Muriel. My aunt is looking for someone to help her with a gardening project.”

Poppy’s ears perked up. Another gardening job would certainly help to assuage her worries about income, giving her a bit of breathing space until she got the plant stock ready for the cottage garden nursery.

She smiled brightly and held her hand out. “It’s lovely to meet you, Muriel—”

“Say hello to Flopsy,” Muriel commanded.

“Oh! Er…” Poppy paused, then turned to the white poodle who was eyeing her with suspicion. “Um… hello, Flopsy…” She put out a cautious hand.
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