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	Dedication

	 

	For every cat who ever solved a mystery quietly before the humans caught up.
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About the Author

	 

	Belinda writes charming cozy mysteries filled with seaside secrets, garden gates, and cats who always know the truth. When not plotting fictional crimes, she can be found in her own garden where the earthy scent of soil and the gentle rustle of leaves provide inspiration. Her two cats supervising everything with quiet judgment.



	
Prologue

	 

	The first murder came with a sea mist and ended with a pair of muddy boots and a bottle of elderflower cordial. Little Firling had never quite recovered — not from the body, nor from the way retired literature teacher Annabel Lennox Deighton and her slightly psychic cat Persephone unravelled the truth with garden tools, sharp intuition, and an alarming tolerance for nosy questions.

	Now, spring has come again. The snowdrops are blooming, the fair is unfurling, and once more, not everything is as sweet as the jam tent.

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	It was the kind of spring morning that made everything seem quietly possible.

	The sea mist still lingered over Little Firling, softening the hedgerows and the slate roofs, as if the village had been drawn in pencil, then brushed with water. In the back garden of Honeystone Cottage, snowdrops nodded modestly, their white heads drooping like shy guests arriving too early to a party. Nearby, a scatter of hellebores peeked out, blush-toned and slightly dishevelled, thriving in the chilly earth like they’d been here longer than the cottage itself.

	Annabel Lennox Deighton knelt beside a patch of rosemary, adjusting its uneven stems with delicate precision. She wore her old gardening jumper — the one with the elbow patches and faint turmeric stains from a Moroccan stew experiment — and a wool headband that Persephone, her sleek Bombay cat, had tried to steal twice already.

	Above her, the New Dawn climbing rose had begun its early stretch — burgundy-tipped leaves unfurling like a prelude to a summer symphony that hadn’t quite composed itself yet.

	“Ambitious,” Annabel murmured, eyeing the new shoots. “Especially considering we had a frost last Tuesday.”

	Persephone, perched high on the garden wall like a feline gargoyle, gave no opinion. Her glossy black fur shimmered in the pale light as she narrowed her golden eyes at a squirrel attempting acrobatics on the bird feeder.

	Annabel smiled faintly. “At least someone around here is focused.”

	She straightened with a soft groan and surveyed her kingdom — a slightly chaotic Eden with dreams of grandeur.

	This year, she had plans.

	The Desdemona rose — with its peach-blushed petals and a scent like poetry and apricots — would go by the kitchen door. The Double Delight hybrid tea rose, scandalously beautiful with crimson-tipped petals fading to creamy centres, was destined for the gate. And if she could track down a healthy specimen of Madame Hardy, with her pure white blooms and green eye? She’d give it the best spot in the sun.

	And the herb patch?

	Also due for an upgrade.

	She’d been flirting with the idea of Vietnamese coriander, maybe even shiso, if she could convince the local nursery that she wasn’t trying to cultivate “exotic weeds.” Bronze fennel, lemongrass, perhaps even a few kaffir lime leaves in a pot, just for show. The kinds of things that made her fingers itch to reach for a pestle and mortar.

	Her late husband, Michael, used to tease her — “You collect herbs the way some people collect stamps, darling.”

	But he always cleaned his plate.

	Those years they spent travelling — narrow street markets in Istanbul, flower carts in Morocco, a guesthouse in Kerala where a woman taught her to make seven kinds of chutney — those flavours still lived in her muscle memory. Her cooking now was a strange fusion of memory and mood.

	She wanted her garden to reflect that. More than neat rows. More than polite blooms.

	She wanted wildness. Fragrance. Food. Colour. Drama.

	Maybe a little too much.

	But then again — maybe not enough.

	 

	***

	 

	By late morning, the village green was in full, unapologetic bloom.

	Bunting fluttered overhead, zig-zagging across the stalls like wild ribbon, while the smell of scones, damp grass, and potting soil mixed into something unmistakably English and mildly chaotic.

	The Little Firling Annual Garden Fair had drawn a lively crowd — tweed jackets and floral dresses, toddlers with painted faces, labradors in bandanas, and more than one person cradling a prize pumpkin like it was a newborn.

	Annabel adjusted the strap of her shoulder bag and surveyed the scene as if preparing for battle.

	“Remind me,” she said flatly, “how I agreed to be here again?”

	Beside her, Evie Barnes, her neighbour and best friend, sipped from a suspiciously floral thermos. “Because you love plants, you’re competitive, and deep down, you enjoy village gossip as much as I do.”

	“That’s a lie.”

	“It’s an accurate lie.”

	Persephone, proudly trotting ahead on her red harness (fashionable and deeply resented), paused every few steps to receive praise, attention, and the occasional smoked salmon treat from passersby.

	“She’s more famous than I am,” Annabel muttered.

	Evie didn’t look up. “She has better cheekbones.”

	 

	***

	 

	The fair spooled out in every direction:

	A plant swap stall, where three pensioners were quietly arguing over a mislabelled lupin.

	A tea tent with a long queue and a silver urn wheezing like it was doing overtime.

	A table full of handmade soaps named things like ‘Basil Meditation’ and ‘Joy of Geranium.’

	And at the centre of it all, the main stage, where Dr. Alistair Forsyth stood talking with the village council chair and sipping from his familiar porcelain cup.

	He looked exactly how a village doctor should — calm, tidy, and vaguely paternal. But something in Annabel’s spine prickled.

	“Under five minutes,” Evie said. “Place your bets on how long before the first scandal.”

	Annabel opened her mouth to retort — and the fair delivered.

	 

	***

	 

	A shout rose from the competitive bloom tent.

	Florence Cattermole, formidable in florals, was mid-glare at Ivy Gresham, who stood coolly behind her herb stall in a linen wrap dress and earrings that clinked like windchimes of passive aggression.
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