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Chapter One









Poppy Lancaster rose from her stooped position and groaned as she pressed a hand to her aching back. She felt as if she would never be able to stand up straight again. Gingerly, she rotated her shoulders, trying to ease the stiffness, and winced as a dull pain throbbed down her spine. Owww! 

Wearily, she gazed around her, at the reasons she had been reduced to this state: weeds, weeds, weeds everywhere. Pushing through the grass, poking out from between the paving stones, thrusting up amongst the bushes and smothering all the flowers… She had been waging war on them since early this morning, armed with a hand hoe and weeding knife, but she was beginning to feel like it was a losing battle. 

Sighing, Poppy leaned forwards once more and tugged at a stubborn green tuft wedged between two large rocks. The leaves tore away from the base of the clump as she pulled, leaving the root firmly embedded in the crack. 

“Aarrghh!” growled Poppy in frustration. 

She shifted her position to crouch closer and grimaced as her thigh muscles protested. Then the sound of rustling behind her made her turn swiftly around. She was alone here at the back of the garden and her recent brush with a maniacal murderer had made her much more wary than she used to be. 

The bushes rustled again, then parted, and Poppy smiled as she saw who had come to join her. If anyone had told her a month ago that she would give up her life in London to move to the country and fall in love with a smug, demanding, ginger-haired male, she would have rolled her eyes and laughed them out of the room. Of course, that was before she’d learned that she had inherited a cottage garden nursery, before she’d discovered secret green fingers, and before she’d met Oren.

Okay… the cottage garden had been so badly neglected, it looked like Tarzan (and several of his apes) could have set up home here; her fingers were probably still more yellow than green; and Oren was a cat—a big, handsome ginger tom, to be precise. He strolled up now and butted his head against her shins, giving his trademark meow which—to Poppy’s ears—always sounded uncannily like he was saying “N-ow?” He twined himself between her legs, eyeing the limp pile of weeds and the disturbed earth around them with interest.

“Hey Oren… fancy lending me a paw?” asked Poppy. 

“N-ow?”

Poppy laughed. “No time like the present. What else have you got to do anyway—wash your face?”

The ginger tom gave her a disdainful look, then stalked away to sit by a bush and pointedly began washing his ears. Poppy grinned and watched him for a moment, then turned to scan the garden around her again. The place still needed a lot of work—there were not just weeds to remove, but also overgrown shrubs to be trimmed, leaning roses to be staked, shrivelled flowers to be deadheaded, and wayward vines to be tied… but it was a vast improvement on when she’d moved in a couple of weeks ago. 

She flashed back suddenly to the first day she had arrived at Hollyhock Cottage and stepped through that rickety front gate. Even in its wild, tangled state, the place had radiated a certain magic—an enchanted garden filled with treasures, and hidden from the outside world by the high limestone wall around the perimeter—and she had instantly fallen for its unruly charm. 

But now she felt a familiar niggle of doubt. Had she done the right thing after all? A month ago, she’d had very different dreams—dreams of a life free from the drudgery of a dead-end job and the stress of crippling credit card debts, dreams of travel and excitement, and dreams of finding her father and belonging to a “family” at last. Oh, she’d always had her mother, of course—at least until Holly Lancaster had passed away last year—but despite the close bond between them, it had never felt complete. Poppy had always longed for more—for cousins and aunts and uncles and grandparents—the things that other people took for granted. 

And while her mother’s free-spirited nature and relaxed attitude to parenting meant that she’d treated Poppy more like a best friend than a daughter, there was one thing Holly Lancaster would never talk about: her family. So when a letter from a lawyer had come out of the blue, with an inheritance from a grandmother she had never known, Poppy had jumped at the chance to connect with her long-lost family and maybe even find her roots at last. 

I just never expected to find my “roots” so literally, thought Poppy with a wry smile, looking down at the pile of weeds next to her, with their hairy roots bristling. 

And it was up to her now to carry on the Lancaster legacy. In fact—Poppy smiled to herself—she had already started. When she had received the small sum of cash left after her grandmother’s estate had been settled, the first thing she had done was rush out and buy a load of seeds. Then she had rummaged in the greenhouse extension at the back of the cottage—obviously added on by her grandmother to propagate and grow young plants for sale—and unearthed some seed trays, into which she had eagerly sown all the seeds. The wait after that had been tortuous, but the day she had noticed the first green shoots poking out of the soil had been the most exciting one of her life! And since then, she had been checking the seedlings impatiently every day, wishing they would grow faster. 

In fact, I might go and check on them again now, thought Poppy, getting excitedly to her feet and making her way back to the cottage. She entered through the back door, which led directly into the greenhouse extension, and hurried up to the seed trays lined up on the long workbench in the centre of the room. But as she drew near, she caught her breath in dismay.

The seedlings, which had been so green, upright, and healthy yesterday, had all wilted and collapsed, their leaves yellowed and withering. A few stems had even blackened and begun to rot.

“No, no, no, no…” whispered Poppy, leaning down to look at them. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

She inspected the other tray and the other… they all showed the same thing: every seedling had died or was dying. Poppy was filled with confusion and disappointment. What had she done wrong? She had faithfully followed the instructions on the seed packet—well, bar a few small things—and it had looked like everything was going so well…

Did I not give them enough water? Poppy rushed to fill a nearby watering can and began flooding the seed trays, only to pause and jerk back a moment later as she remembered the disaster she’d had with the office plants back in London. Those plants had nearly died because she had overwatered them. Maybe she had done the same thing here? But she had been so careful this time, feeling the soil with her fingers and making sure it felt dry before she had moistened it again…

Maybe they need more sun? She glanced doubtfully up at the glass roof of the greenhouse extension. Sunlight was pouring in through the glass panes, straight onto the seed trays. No, it couldn’t be that…

Perhaps if I just leave them alone, they’ll recover on their own, she thought at last with desperate optimism. 

She forced herself to step back and, with a last lingering look at the seed trays, she left the greenhouse and went outside once more. Slowly, she walked back to the spot where she had been weeding. The garden seemed to close in around her, even more wild and tangled than it had been before, and she felt a flash of panic as the enormity of what she had taken on struck her again. 

What had she been thinking? She had no plans, no skills, no real experience of gardening. She had nothing other than a few plant books left by her grandmother and a lifelong love of flowers. Why did she ever think she would be able to run a garden nursery?

Her anxiety deepened as she thought of the credit card bills she still had to pay off. She might have a place to live rent-free now but she still had to keep up the minimum payments on the credit card each month, and with no job and no income, how was she going to find the money? That bit of cash from the estate was only enough to tide her over for a few weeks, but after that? 

A bee flew past her ear, buzzing merrily on its way back to its hive, and startling Poppy out of her agitated thoughts. She closed her eyes and took several deep, calming breaths. When she opened them again, she became aware of the faint sound of feline cries. 

Oren! She looked around for the ginger tom. He was no longer by the bush, washing his face. Instead, cries were coming from the very back of the garden. Hurriedly, she pushed her way through the undergrowth, following the cries until she came to the walled corner at the rear of the garden. Growing against the limestone wall was a monster of a rosebush—no, not a bush, but a huge rambler with enormous thorny canes snaking out in all directions, like the tentacles of some spiny sea monster. Clusters of creamy-white flowers decorated the prickly stems that arched out across the tangled mass, so that it looked like the sea monster was covered in foam, having a bubble bath…

Poppy stared at it, wondering what to do. The rambler rose formed a huge mound, taller than her and several feet wide. Oren’s cries were coming from deep in the spiky mass. Had he wriggled in somehow and then got stuck amongst the barbed branches? 

“Oren? Are you there?” 

“N-ow! N-oooow!”

“Hang on… I’m coming!” called Poppy 

She reached forwards tentatively and tried to lift one of the stems. “Ouch!” She jerked back as a sharp thorn embedded itself in her thumb. 

Poppy took a step back, sucking the wound on her thumb, and considered the monster plant again. She noticed a gap where its canes were draped over the wall on one side. The opening led into a hollow within the thicket of prickly branches. Slowly, she picked her way around until she reached the wall and, to her surprise, saw a wooden door through the opening. 

For a moment, all the childhood stories she had read of fairy groves and secret hollows in enchanted forests ran through her head… then, as she looked closer, she realised that there was a much more prosaic explanation. The door belonged to an old wooden shed. The rose must have once been planted next to the shed and expected to grow up and cover the wooden roof in a pretty manner, but with time and neglect, it had just kept growing and growing, until it was now eating everything in that corner of the garden. In fact, if she hadn’t come round to the side, next to the wall, she would never have even realised that there was a shed underneath. 

Oren was standing outside the door, pawing at the wood and demanding for it to be opened.

“What do you want to go in there for?” Poppy asked. “It’s just a dirty old shed, probably full of cobwebs and spiders…” She shuddered.

“N-ow!” said Oren, pawing eagerly again at the door. His tail twitched from side to side, and his whiskers quivered with excitement. 

What on earth could be in an old shed that could get him so excited? Poppy wondered. Carefully ducking under a thorny stem, she went up to the door and tried the handle. To her surprise, the door wasn’t locked, although it was stiff, the catch rusty. It took her several shoves to push it open. It swung inwards with a creak of the hinges that would have made any horror movie proud and Poppy felt an uneasy tingle creep up her spine, despite the sunny day. 

She peered through the doorway but the brightness of the sunshine outside and the tangle of rose stems covering all the windows made it hard to see anything in the darkened interior. Poppy took a deep breath and stepped in. Slowly, her eyes acclimatised. The place was crammed with old pots and seed trays, metal tins and glass jars, coils of rubber hose and lengths of twine, rusty shovels, bags of what looked (and smelled) like dried manure, and an assortment of decaying leaves, twigs, and other junk. 

Poppy took a few steps into the shed, wrinkling her nose at the musty smell. It looked like nobody had been in here for months: the cobwebs she had been dreading festooned every corner and a thick layer of dust lay on the potting bench by the window. Well, it was hardly surprising. With that thorny monster covering it on the outside, nobody would want to approach close enough to see the shed, never mind come in. Her heart sank at the thought of having to clear and sort out all this clutter and her first instinct was to back out and shut the door on all this mess. But before she could move, Oren streaked past her legs, making a beeline for the pile of burlap sacks in the corner. 

He sniffed the pile intently, then looked at her over his shoulder. “N-ow?”

“No, Oren—we’ll come back and sort things out another day,” said Poppy, wanting to leave the grim, dusty interior and get back out into the bright sunshine. 

The cat ignored her, pawing at the sacks instead. “N-ow! N-ow!”

Poppy frowned, then picked her away across the floor to the pile. “What is it?”

Oren jumped up onto the top of the pile and pawed at the sacks again, his claws hooking in the rough fabric. Poppy lifted a corner of the burlap but saw nothing.

“N-owww!” said Oren, climbing around the pile, his tail lashing with excitement. 

Poppy exhaled in exasperation. “What, Oren? There’s nothing here, just a heap of old sacks—”

She broke off suddenly as her ears caught a sound. She froze. Was that… a squeak?

Something moved in the pile. Poppy jerked her hand back, inadvertently knocking one of the burlap sacks off the top and exposing what was underneath. There was a scurry of movement, more squeaking, and Poppy found herself suddenly staring at several beady black eyes. 

It was a nest of rats.
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Chapter Two









Poppy screamed involuntarily, stumbling backwards. “Uuughh! Rats!”

“Yee-ooowww!” cried Oren joyfully, pouncing straight on the nest. 

Rats squealed in panic and poured, like lemmings, out of the nest and over the pile onto the floor. Poppy shrieked and hopped from foot to foot, amid the sea of furry brown bodies scurrying around her. Oren yowled in delight, chasing a rat in circles, then darted between her legs, tripping her badly. Poppy gasped, stumbled, and reeled backwards, crashing against the potting bench. There was an ominous cracking sound, and the next moment, the bench broke, sagging to one side and depositing her with a thump on the floor, followed by half the contents of the shed wall. 

“Ow! Ugh! Uummghph!” mumbled Poppy as she was buried beneath an avalanche of empty pots, watering cans, rope, tools, twigs, and dried leaves. 

Dust filled the air in great clouds. Poppy lay stunned for a moment, then gingerly moved her arms and legs. Nothing seemed broken. She sat up and patted her head, feeling for injuries. She exhaled in relief. Somehow, she had escaped unscathed—other than a few minor scratches, and several leaves and twigs in her hair. She turned to glare at Oren, who was standing a few feet away, watching her with what looked like a grin on his cheeky feline face. 

“N-ow?”

“N-OW yourself,” muttered Poppy, sticking her tongue out at the cat.

“What on earth are you doing?”

Poppy froze with her tongue still poking out of her mouth, then she twisted around as a shadow fell across the open shed door. The interior of the shed seemed to shrink as a tall man stepped inside. Dark eyes, saturnine features, a brooding, sensitive mouth… 

Nick Forrest looked the epitome of the moody author—and he usually behaved like one too, swinging from friendly neighbour to scowling stranger in a matter of seconds. Today, though, he looked to be in an unusually good mood; he also looked like he was on the verge of laughter as he surveyed her dishevelled state.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” responded Poppy tartly, annoyed at being the subject of his amusement. Then she froze as she heard a rustle above her. Before she could react, a plastic bag fell with a thump on her head and split open, pouring compost all over her face and body.

“Ugh!” Poppy cried, coughing.

She glanced up, half expecting Nick to rush over with solicitous questions, but instead, the crime writer threw his head back and burst out laughing. He had a rich baritone laugh, with the same mesmerising quality as his voice—although right then, Poppy felt more peeved than enchanted. 

“It’s… it’s not funny!” she spluttered.

“No, you’re right… I’m sorry. That was ungallant of me,” Nick said, although his voice was still unsteady as he hurriedly composed his face. He bent over her. “Are you all right? Can I help you up?”

Poppy scowled and ignored the hand he offered her, instead struggling to her feet by herself. She knew that she was being a bit silly—if she was honest, she had to admit that she would probably have laughed too if she had seen herself with a bag of compost on her head. It was just that… something about Nick Forrest always seemed to provoke her…

She dusted herself off and shook the compost out of her hair, then marched outside into the sunshine with Nick following. As they climbed out of the tangle of thorny rose stems and stepped into the light, she saw that he was looking suave and cool, in faded denim jeans and a V-neck cotton T-shirt that revealed his deep tan. The sight only made her more conscious of her dishevelled state and she felt her irritation increase.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded.

He raised his eyebrows slightly at her snappy tone and said, “I was out in the garden and heard someone screeching like a banshee next door, so I thought I’d better come and investigate.”

“I was not screeching!” said Poppy. “I was just… uh… a bit startled.” She gave him a challenging look. “I’ll bet if you walked straight into a nest of rats, you wouldn’t be so cool and blasé.” 

He grinned. “Well, actually, I like rodents. And rats are very maligned—they’re incredibly intelligent, you know, and even…” he shot her a wicked look, “…quite cuddly.”

Poppy was about to retort when she heard footsteps approaching. She turned to look at the path which led around the side of the cottage and out to the garden at the front. A man and woman appeared around the side of the house, coming down the path. He was in his late thirties, blond and good-looking in a superficial way, with pale-blue eyes behind trendy glasses and a stocky, muscular body tending to fat around the middle. She looked a good deal younger, fair and pretty, with the sort of peaches ’n’ cream complexion that Poppy had always envied. They were both dressed in smart casual clothing with the kind of luxury fabrics and tailored fit that screamed designer label, and even without the sight of the gold Rolex on the man’s wrist and the pearls at the woman’s throat, Poppy would have guessed that they were very wealthy. 

“Nick, old man… you were gone so long, we wondered what had happened to you,” drawled the man, coming up to join them. 

His companion, who had lingered beside the path to look at various plants, joined them now, gushing: “Ohhh… this is just the most beautiful garden! Oh, darling, this is exactly the sort of thing I was showing you in Country Garden Magazine… remember? A traditional cottage garden, bursting with flowers, and all wild and romantic… oh, look at that rose climbing over the wall over there… and those gorgeous phlox under the honeysuckle… and the foxgloves… and delphiniums… oh, I just love it!” 

“Don’t stand there, sweetheart,” the man said, frowning. “The sun is shining right on your face and you don’t want to get freckles. Come over here—stand under this tree, where’s there’s shade. No, not there—that’s too shady there… Here, come and stand beside me.”

He reached out and put a hand under the woman’s elbow, guiding her to his side. Poppy was slightly startled by his peremptory manner. He acted more like he was talking to a small child—or even a dog—than to a partner.

Nick cleared his throat. “Poppy—these are my friends, John and Amber Smitheringale. John and I used to be at Oxford together—he works in London now; he’s a cardiologist and he’s got rooms in Harley Street,” he said, naming the exclusive area that housed the private clinics of England’s most expensive medical specialists.

He turned to his friends and gestured towards Poppy. “This is my new neighbour, Poppy Lancaster. This is her grandmother’s cottage, which she inherited a few weeks ago.”

“Oooh! I saw the sign for ‘HOLLYHOCK COTTAGE… Garden Nursery and Fresh Cut Flowers’ by the gate when we came in.” Amber turned her big blue eyes on Poppy. “Your garden is simply marvellous!” 

She beamed with simple, vacuous delight and Poppy felt a sense of unexpected pride. She looked around the garden again with new eyes. Having spent the past week yanking up weeds and fighting her way through tangled overgrowth, she had got used to looking at everything with a critical eye, seeing only the bad, the ugly, and the unwanted. But now she realised how much beauty there still was in the garden, despite the recent neglect. 

Amber leaned forwards and said, “You have the kind of garden I’ve always dreamt of—I’m so jealous!”

“Th-thank you,” said Poppy with surprised pleasure. She’d never expected to be the envy of someone like Amber Smitheringale, who must have had everything money could buy and more. “Um… so what kind of garden do you have?”

The other girl dimpled. “Well, in London, we just have a courtyard behind our maisonette, but we’ve just bought a fabulous house on the other side of the village. On the outskirts. It’s going to be our country retreat and it comes with a proper garden.” Then she pulled a face. “Although… the previous owners must have wanted to live on a golf course or something, because the whole place was just covered in lawn! But I’ve had most of the grass ripped out at the back and new beds put in, and now I’m just about to start planting. I want to put in rosebushes and—”

“You are not planting anything, sweetheart,” cut in John Smitheringale. “You’re not laying a single finger on a spade.” He put a hand on her abdomen. “We’re not taking any risks with the baby and strenuous activity like gardening is out of the question.”

Amber pouted prettily. “Oh, but darling—who’s going to plant up the garden then? I wanted it finished before the end of the month. We’re having the Fitzgeralds and the Somersby-Beales down for the weekend, remember? And then Society Madam magazine is doing a feature on us, and we have to have the house looking fabulous by then!”

“We’ll find a labourer,” said her husband, curling his lip. “Some pleb who can come and do the dirty work.”

Nick cleared his throat, looking embarrassed by his friend’s rudeness. “There are a lot of landscaping services around these days. I’m sure they’d be happy to come and do your garden for you—” 

“Oh no—I don’t want somebody coming and imposing their fancy ideas all over my garden!” cried Amber. “I know about landscapers. Christine kept recommending several companies that she’d worked with—”

“Christine?” asked Nick.

“She’s our interior designer,” said John quickly. “She’s been the person handling the whole renovation and overseeing all the décor and furniture choices for our new place.”

“Christine’s nice… but she has very modern taste,” said Amber with a peevish look. “I had to fight her all the way to get my ‘country kitchen’ and I’m sure any landscaper she uses would want feature walls with vertical gardens and concrete everywhere… They’d probably even want to install artificial grass!” She gave an exaggerated shudder. “I don’t care if it’s not trendy; I want an old-fashioned cottage garden—”

“I love that kind of garden too,” Poppy spoke up impulsively. “I’ve never liked the modern, minimalist look either, even though it’s supposed to be much lower maintenance. There’s just nothing like the romance of an English cottage garden with climbing roses and scented herbs—”

“Yes!” cried Amber, clasping Poppy’s hands in both of hers. “You know exactly what I mean. I wish those landscapers could—Wait! I’ve just had the most brilliant idea!” She leaned forwards, her eyes sparkling. “Why don’t you come and help me plant my garden?”

“M-me?” stammered Poppy, taken completely by surprise. 

“Yes, I know what kind of look I want and where I want stuff to go—I’ve even bought some of the plants. I just need someone to do the actual digging and planting for me. You can help me do that, can’t you?” She turned to her husband. “Can’t she?”

“As long as Poppy does all the work and you just supervise,” John said. “And she can also trim the hedges and rake up all the fallen leaves down the side of the house, while she’s at it. I was going to get Joe to do that, but if she’s going to be there anyway, she might as well.”

Poppy felt a prickle of irritation. He was talking over her head and hadn’t even checked with her first to see if she would accept the job! In any case, she couldn’t take it—she had no experience of landscaping or any kind of gardening work. The most gardening she had ever done was just in the past week, weeding and tidying up at Hollyhock Cottage.

She cleared her throat. “Thanks for the offer, but actually I don’t—” but before she could say more, John cut her off.

“Don’t fret. If it’s an issue of money, we’ll pay you very well,” he drawled. “In fact, I’ll pay you a generous deposit upfront, to get you started,” he added, with the confidence of a man used to always getting what he wanted, provided enough money was offered. 

Then he named a sum which made her eyes nearly pop out. Poppy swallowed and did some rapid mental calculations. With this money, she would have more than enough to pay the monthly minimum on the credit card bills for a while, plus have some left over to buy new seeds and other plant stock. Her protests died on her lips. She just couldn’t afford to pass up this chance. Anyway, it can’t be that hard, can it? she reasoned. It wasn’t like she was having to plant seeds and raise seedlings—it sounded like Amber had already bought most of her plants in pots, ready to go into the ground. All she had to do was dig some holes and plop them in.

“Um… right! Yes, that sounds good,” she said brightly. “When would you like me to start?”

“Tomorrow!” Amber beamed. “Can you come over first thing?”

“Sure. What’s the address?”

As Amber gave her the details, a familiar feline shape appeared suddenly out of the bushes. Oren had been noticeably absent for the last few minutes—no doubt busy chasing rats all over the garden—but now he strolled over to join them, announcing his arrival with characteristic fanfare.

“N-ow… N-ow…!”

“Ugh! Is that your cat, Nick?” demanded John.

“Yes, that’s Oren,” Nick replied.

John grabbed his wife’s arm and jerked her away, pushing her behind him as if protecting her from a sabre-toothed tiger. 

Nick gave his friend an impatient look. “He doesn’t bite.”

“No, but cats carry toxoplasma—that can damage an unborn baby. I don’t want him anywhere near Amber!”

Nick frowned. “As far as I understand, you can only get infected by toxoplasma if you handle cat faeces without washing your hands, or if you eat meat with the bacteria.”

But John wasn’t listening—he was too busy feigning a kick in the ginger tom’s direction. “Get away… you filthy beast!”

“Hey, no need for that,” said Nick sharply. He scooped Oren up and draped the cat across his shoulders. 

Poppy was surprised by his protective manner. Her mercurial neighbour always seemed to treat Oren with a scornful impatience—and vice versa. In fact, the two of them were like a pair of grouchy old men living together, always winding each other up. 

And yet now, as she watched Nick absent-mindedly scratch Oren’s chin and the orange tomcat nuzzle his hand, purring loudly, she began to think that the constant bickering probably disguised a deep mutual affection. Not that either would admit to it!
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Chapter Three









Poppy had planned to spend the afternoon tackling more weeding, but with her aching back and sore muscles really beginning to protest, she decided to stop for the day. Besides, a part of her couldn’t stop thinking about the dying seedlings. She had gone back in several times all morning to check on them but, by that afternoon, even a blind man could have seen that they were goners. She yanked the shrivelled little seedlings out of the trays and chucked them in the bin, then pondered what to do next.

I’ll just try again, she thought cheerfully. They were probably a bad batch of seeds or something. I’ll just make sure I check the quality next time. She thought suddenly of her new “gardening job” at the Smitheringales’ and the extra money coming in, and felt a little thrill of excitement. Why didn’t she go and buy some new seeds now? 

An hour later found her happily browsing through the “Seeds” section of the nearest garden centre. She selected several packets and took them to the cash desk. There was a woman in a green smock behind the till, whose stern face didn’t really encourage conversation, but Poppy gave her a winsome smile and asked:

“Is there any way of checking that the seeds in these packets are okay?”

The woman scowled at her. “Okay? What do you mean ‘okay’?” 

“Well, that they’re… you know, good quality.”

The woman bristled. “All our seeds are good quality.”

“Yes, but… I got some from here the other day and the seedlings came up all right, but then after a week or so, they all died.”

“That’s nothing to do with the quality of our seeds. That’s to do with your poor growing technique,” said the woman with a disdainful sniff. 

“I looked after them really well!” Poppy protested. “I followed the instructions on the packet and they sprouted and were growing nicely, healthy and green… and then, all of a sudden, they just wilted and went all yellow and rotten.”

“Hmm… sounds like damping off to me.”

“Damping off?”

“It’s a disease that affects seedlings. They’re literally fine one day and dead the next. But it’s nothing to do with the quality of the seeds—it’s due to a fungus in the soil which attacks them—and that’s usually caused by poor management.” She gave Poppy a hard look. “Did you use sterile potting compost?”

Poppy looked at her blankly. “No, I didn’t have any and I thought the soil from the garden would be just as fine—”

“What?” The woman spluttered. “No wonder your seedlings died! You never use garden soil in a pot—it’s full of potential pathogens, plus it doesn’t drain properly so it remains soggy, which just contributes even more to the growth of fungi. You need to use specially formulated, sterile potting mix. What about spacing—did you thin the seedlings out to prevent overcrowding?”

“N-no,” said Poppy. “I didn’t realise you had to.”

“And watering?”

“Oh, I felt the soil with my finger every time before I watered,” said Poppy, eager to show that she did know how to do something right. 

“Yes, but when in the day did you water?”

“Oh… usually last thing at night before I went to bed.”

“And I’ll bet you used a watering can and poured water on them from overhead, didn’t you?”

“Wasn’t I suppose to?”

The woman gave another exaggerated sigh. “No, you never water from overhead if you can help it, and if you have to, you do it early in the day so that the leaves have time to dry off. Having wet leaves, especially overnight, is the perfect condition for all sorts of fungal diseases to develop.” 

Seeing the expression on Poppy’s face, she relented slightly and said, “It’s all right. We all make mistakes as beginners. You can try again with a fresh batch of seeds. You’ll probably still get some seedlings that will die—that’s just natural attrition—but you should get a decent number that grow on to be healthy plants.”

“Okay,” said Poppy, feeling more encouraged. She gave the woman a grateful smile. “Thanks for explaining all that to me.”

She left the garden centre a few minutes later clutching her new batch of seeds and a small bag of potting mix, and walked to the nearby bus stop. As she waited impatiently for the next bus that would take her back to the village of Bunnington, where Hollyhock Cottage was situated, Poppy began to wonder if she should invest in an alternative means of transport. Now that she had decided to stay and make her life here, it made sense to have her own vehicle, so that she wouldn’t always have to rely on the slow local buses. A car would be too expensive but maybe… a bicycle?

She looked up as a bus drew near the stop. The sign above the driver read “OXFORD” and, on an impulse, Poppy hopped on. She knew that the home of the famous university was a city of bicycles—it was what the students, university staff, and local residents used to get around—and she was sure that there would be good second-hand bikes at reasonable prices. She was free this afternoon; she might as well pop over and have a look.

The ride to Oxford seemed to take forever, as the bus seemed to stop in every town and village in the south Oxfordshire countryside, and Poppy was relieved when the iconic “dreaming spires” of the university city came into view. She alighted and asked around, and was directed towards the north-eastern end of the city, where the science departments sprawled around the University Park and where a popular bike shop frequented by students was supposedly situated down a side street. 

It didn’t prove as easy to find as the directions had suggested, however, and Poppy found herself wandering in circles, getting increasingly frustrated. At last, she stopped beside a sandwich shop and asked a freckle-faced student who was coming out, clutching a paper bag.

“Oh, you’ve got to go right to the end of this street,” he said, turning and pointing. “It’s the last shop on the right.”

Poppy thanked him and was about to set off when she caught sight of the freshly filled baguettes displayed in the sandwich shop window. They all looked delicious and her eyes lingered over the mouth-watering labels:

Mmmm… “Roast Turkey with Crispy Bacon & Salad”… “Smoked Salmon with Fresh Dill & Cream Cheese”… “Honey-Glazed Ham with Tomato & Dijon Mustard”… 

It was almost teatime now and the measly homemade sandwich she’d had at noon seemed very far away. Making a decision, Poppy turned to go into the shop—then paused as she caught sight of a man coming down the opposite side of the street. It was John Smitheringale. She started to raise a hand and call out a greeting, but stopped as she noticed that he seemed to be walking in a hurried, almost furtive manner. She wondered suddenly what he was doing in Oxford. The afternoon sun lit the other side of the street brightly, throwing this side into shadow—which was probably why he hadn’t seen her—and Poppy instinctively moved back even farther so that her face was hidden by the low shop awning. 

As she watched, John walked up to a door on the other side of the street—a classic Georgian door with a large brass knocker—which led into the multi-levelled townhouse almost exactly opposite the sandwich shop. It might have once been the home of a wealthy merchant, but it had obviously been converted and now housed separate offices throughout its different storeys.

There was an intercom mounted beside the door, above a gleaming bank of brass labels—the kind that was usually engraved with the name of the business or organisation. John threw another nervous look over his shoulder, then he hunched forwards, his whole demeanour that of a man trying to attract as little attention as possible, and jabbed his thumb on one of the intercom buttons. Poppy strained her ears as he leaned close to speak into the intercom, but he was keeping his voice low and he was too far away for the sound to carry. A moment later, the door buzzed open and he disappeared into the building.

She stared at the closed door on the other side of the street. There is nothing odd about a man buzzing an intercom and going into a building, Poppy told herself firmly. And besides, it was really none of her business. Still, for some reason, she felt an overwhelming surge of curiosity about what business or office John Smitheringale had gone to visit. Ignoring her growling stomach, she started to cross the street to get a closer look at those brass labels, but she had barely stepped off the curb when a bicycle came careering out of nowhere and nearly crashed into her. 

Poppy gasped and jerked back just in time, while the bike came to a stop with a screech of the brakes and tilted precariously against the curb—or at least, Poppy guessed that it was a bicycle. It did have two wheels, although the front wheel was much larger than the rear wheel, like a Victorian penny-farthing. Attached to the rear wheel were two sail-like objects which looked like fish fins protruding on either side, and a long telescope was mounted on the handlebars in front, sticking out like a knight’s jousting lance. But strangest of all were the wheels themselves. They seemed to be… Poppy blinked and rubbed her eyes, then looked again. Yes, they were square. 

Perched on the seat between the wheels was an old man with a wild mop of grey hair and twinkling brown eyes behind strange goggle-like spectacles. He wore an old-fashioned, three-piece brown tweed suit with a red spotted bowtie, and carried an ancient leather case and umbrella in one hand. A little black terrier poked its head out from the laundry basket attached to the front of the handlebars and gave an excited bark as it saw her.

The whole scene was so bizarre that Poppy would have been sure she was dreaming, if it weren’t for the fact that she recognised the old man. It was Dr Bertram Noble—known to his friends as Bertie—who was her neighbour on the other side of Hollyhock Cottage.

“Poppy! Fancy meeting you here, my dear!” Bertie hurriedly dismounted and lifted the terrier out of the basket. The little dog scampered over to Poppy and jumped up, waving his front paws in the air.

“Ruff! Ruff-ruff!”

Poppy laughed and bent down to pat the little dog. “Hello, Einstein. What are you doing in town?”

“Ah… Einstein and I have come to see an old friend of mine down in the University Science Area,” said Bertie. “Professor Dimitri Xanthopoulos—do you know him? Marvellous man! And top-notch physicist too—he devised a new formula to calculate the rotational kinetic energy of a single axis system, you know.” 

He leaned forwards and said in a loud whisper, “Between you and me, I’m not sure I agree with his assumptions about the Moment of Inertia, but it’s a good working hypothesis, nevertheless.” He leaned back again and said in a normal voice: “I wanted to show him my new invention—behold! The Quadracycle!” Bertie waved a hand with a flourish and beamed. 

“Er… wow,” said Poppy, thinking that conversations with Bertie always felt a bit like you were talking with a friendly alien who spoke a language you didn’t understand.

He glanced at the sandwich shop next to them. “Ah! Were you thinking of purchasing a sandwich? Their ‘Roast Turkey with Crispy Bacon’ baguette is particularly good. It used to be one of my favourite choices for lunch—”

“Oh, did you used to come here?” said Poppy in surprise. 

Bertie’s face sobered and a sad, wistful look came into his eyes. “Yes. My old laboratory was just around the corner.”

Poppy stared at him, thinking of the magazine article she’d found recently. It featured an old unsolved murder case from a few decades ago: a research student had died in suspicious circumstances in the university laboratories late one night, and “Dr Bertram Noble” had been named as one of the suspects. No, it was “Professor Noble” then. Bertie had been a professor at the university, she recalled. 

She looked at the old man next to her and wondered what had really happened. She’d wanted to ask him ever since she’d read the article but could never seem to find the right moment. Although she and Bertie had struck up an instant friendship from the first time they met, Poppy still didn’t know much about her eccentric neighbour. It was obvious that he was a brilliant scientist and a creative inventor (although he wasn’t always quite in touch with the “real world” and his inventions could just as easily maim you as help you!) and he’d mentioned that he’d only moved into his house a month or so before she’d arrived. But beyond that, she had no idea of Bertie’s background, his family, or even how he supported himself. 

She had tried to broach the subject once or twice, but somehow had always been diverted onto something else. And to be honest, she also hesitated because she’d got the sense that there was something in Bertie’s past that he might be sensitive about. As someone who was fiercely private about her own background, she didn’t like to pry into other people’s affairs without their invitation.

Still, this seems like a good opportunity—after all, he’s the one who brought it up, thought Poppy. She cleared her throat and said: “Um… Bertie… so you were a professor at the university?”

He looked up, startled out of his thoughts. “Yes. I was head of the Department of Experimental Science.”

“And… um… you said that’s near here?”

He looked sad again. “No, the department is no longer. They shut it down when they terminated my contract.”

“Oh.” Poppy didn’t know what to say. She hesitated, then said gently, “Was it… was it because of that student who was mur—I mean, who died?”

Bertie gave a great sigh. “Yes. Poor Patrick. He was a wonderful young man and had such potential.”

Poppy wanted to ask more but something in Bertie’s expression made her stop. Instead, she said: “So were you living in Oxford until recently, when you moved to Bunnington?”

“Oh no, I have been overseas, my dear, for many years. I only returned to England a few months ago.”

Before Poppy could ask more, the weirdest noise suddenly blared from Bertie’s person. It sounded like a cross between a giant spring bouncing up and down, and a slightly drunk cow. It made the very air around them seem to vibrate as it pulsed with a strange rhythm.

“What on earth is that?” Poppy exclaimed.

“Ah, that’s my phone ringing,” Bertie said proudly as he patted his various pockets, searching for his device.

“Your… your phone?”

“Yes, I’ve selected a piece of didgeridoo music as my ringtone. Isn’t it marvellous?”

“Er…” Poppy struggled between politeness and honesty. “It’s… um… very unusual.”

Bertie fished the phone out of his inner jacket pocket at last. “I wanted to make sure that my phone didn’t sound like anyone else’s, so I’d never be confused about whether to answer it. I did consider using a vuvuzela… but I thought this sounded more melodic.”

Bloody hell, I’d hate to hear what a “vuvuzela” sounds like, thought Poppy, turning away politely as Bertie answered the call.

“Ah… I’m afraid I must dash, my dear,” said Bertie a moment later. He scooped Einstein up and deposited the terrier back in the laundry basket, where Poppy could also see several pairs of mismatched socks. “Make sure you ask for extra bacon when you order your baguette. Toodle-oo!” 

And with a wave, he was gone, wobbling precariously down the street on his square-wheeled bicycle. 
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