
Table of Contents

PETALS & POISON A Moss Creek Mystery

Chapter One: A Show Worth Killing For

Chapter Two: Greenhouse Confessions

Chapter Three: The Prayer Request

Chapter Four: Poison Pen

Chapter Five: The Widow's Alibi

Chapter Six: Cut!

Chapter Seven: The Final Transplant

Chapter Eight: New Growth


Petals & Poison

A Moss Creek Mystery

by Rama

—-
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: A Show Worth Killing For
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The ghost of my grandmother laughed at me from every hanging fern.

“You’re going to kill them with kindness, Junebug,” Granny Ivy used to say. “Or maybe with that terrible coffee.”

I was thinking about her words at six-fifteen on a Tuesday morning, standing in the humid heart of my greenhouse, watching Petey the African Grey parrot steal a stale biscuit from my breakfast tray. The sky outside was that soft Blue Ridge peach color—the kind that usually made me believe in fresh starts. Today it just made me feel like I was running out of time.

“Bad day,” Petey announced. He said it in Granny Ivy’s voice, which never stopped being eerie. “Bad day, Junebug.”

“You’re not wrong,” I muttered, wiping my hands on my overalls. The name “Bloom & Vine” was stitched over the chest pocket in faded gold thread—my grandmother’s choice, not mine. I’d kept it because changing it felt like admitting she was really gone.

She’d been dead two years now. A stroke, the doctors said. Quiet, in her sleep. But every morning I half-expected to find her at the potting bench, humming something off-key, her arthritic fingers coaxing miracles out of plain dirt.

Instead, I found a production truck the size of a small whale backing onto Main Street.

The Blue Ridge Beauty crew had arrived sixteen hours early.

“Showtime,” I said, with all the enthusiasm of a woman facing a root canal.

Petey cocked his head. “Showtime!” he shrieked, and then, because he was a menace with a vocabulary, “Where’s my close-up?”

I didn’t answer. I was too busy watching Victor Cross emerge from his shop across the square.

The Twisted Trellis was everything Bloom & Vine wasn’t—sleek, cold, expensive, and empty of actual soul. Victor stood in its glass doorway, sipping espresso from a silver cup, his manicured fingers wrapped around it like he was strangling something. He wasn’t looking at the production truck. He was looking at me.

I looked away first. It felt like losing.

The Prayer Garden was my grandmother’s real legacy, though. Not the shop—this. A quarter-acre of peace tucked behind the old Methodist church, where moss grew thick as velvet and the koi pond reflected clouds like a watercolor. Stone benches curved around a labyrinth. A single live oak, older than the town itself, spread its arms over everything.

And today, it was going to be on national television.

“Ms. Bloom?” A producer’s assistant—barely twenty, vibrating with energy, holding a clipboard like a shield—jogged up to me. “Bianca wants the hydrangeas moved. She says they’re ‘screaming beige.’”

“Hydrangeas don’t scream,” I said. “And they’re not beige. They’re ‘foggy morning.’”

The assistant blinked. “I’ll tell her.”

“Don’t,” I said. “I’ll handle it.”

Bianca Rose was already in the garden when I got there, and she was exactly what I’d expected from watching three seasons of her show for “research.” (Three seasons too many. My soul still hadn’t recovered.)

She was forty-two going on twenty-five, with the kind of face that had been stretched and filled and smoothed until it looked less like skin and more like a polite suggestion of skin. Her athleisure outfit probably cost more than my monthly rent. Her voice carried across the entire garden.

“This pond is murky,” she announced to no one in particular. “We need clearer water. Can we dye it? Something Instagrammable. Teal, maybe.”

“The koi would die,” I said.

Bianca turned. Her gaze traveled from my muddy boots to my messy bun to the dirt under my fingernails. She smiled the way people smile at something they’ve stepped in.

“You must be the local,” she said.

“Juniper Bloom. This is my garden.”

“It’s lovely,” she said, in the tone people use when they mean adequate. “Very... authentic. We’ll make it shine.”

She patted my arm. Her nails were long and sharp and painted the color of a stop sign.

I wanted to water her with the hose. Instead, I smiled back. “The herbal tea service starts at ten. I’ll bring fresh mint.”

“Wonderful,” Bianca said, already walking away. “Someone take a note—authentic local flavor. That’s the segment title.”

Petey, who I’d foolishly left in the shop, apparently had other plans. A familiar screech echoed across the garden. Then my parrot landed on the stone fountain, glared at Bianca, and said, clear as a bell: “Re-calc-u-lat-ing.”

I choked on a laugh.

Bianca’s eye twitched.

The morning blurred into a chaos of lighting tests, sound checks, and four different arguments about whether the prayer request box (a stone chest where townsfolk left written petitions for centuries) was “on brand.” I made tea. I answered questions. I smiled until my face hurt.

By noon, I was hiding behind the greenhouse’s tallest fern, trying to remember why I’d agreed to this.

“Because the show paid five thousand dollars,” I whispered to myself. “And you owe the bank. And Granny Ivy would have said ‘exposure is better than bankruptcy, Junebug.’”

“Talking to yourself is the first sign,” said a low voice behind me.

I turned. Deputy Samuel Hayes was leaning against a potting bench, holding two paper cups of coffee. His uniform shirt was rolled to the elbows, revealing forearms that looked like they’d split a lot of firewood. His five o’clock shadow had already arrived, even though it was barely past noon. His hazel eyes were doing that thing they did—watching me like I was a plant he couldn’t quite identify.

“Second sign is answering,” I said. “Is that for me?”

“You always take it with oat milk and one sugar. Unless you’re stressed. Then you take it black and pretend to like it.”

I stared at him.

He held out the cup. “Today’s a black day.”

I took it. Our fingers brushed. He didn’t flinch. I definitely didn’t flinch. “How do you know my coffee order?”

“I pay attention,” Samuel said. And then, because he was constitutionally incapable of saying anything warm without immediately retreating: “Also, you complain about it loudly every Tuesday at the diner. The whole town knows.”

“Right,” I said. “The whole town.”

He nodded toward the garden. “How’s the production going?”

“Bianca Rose thinks my koi pond needs to be teal.”

Samuel’s mouth did something that wasn’t quite a smile. “I’d pay to see that.”

“I’d pay to see you arrest her for crimes against hydrangeas.”

“Not my jurisdiction.” He took a sip of his own coffee. Black, no sugar. Of course. “But I’ll be nearby. If you need anything.”

He said it like he meant anything, not just official deputy anything. And I was trying to figure out how to respond to that when a scream cut through the garden.

Not a frightened scream. An outraged scream.

Bianca’s voice: “This tea is bitter! Did no one taste this?”

I set down my coffee. Samuel was already moving.

By the time I reached the gazebo, Bianca was holding her cup like it had personally insulted her mother. The other cast members had set theirs down, untouched. A craft services assistant was apologizing frantically.

“It’s the stevia,” the assistant said. “The jar’s gone. I had to use a different sweetener.”

“I’m diabetic,” Bianca hissed. “Do you want to kill me?”

“It’s just monk fruit,” the assistant stammered. “It’s safe, I swear—”

Bianca took another sip. Made a face. “It’s still bitter. Get me something else. Now.”

She set the cup down on the stone railing. I noticed, because I notice everything, that her cup was the only one with residue—a faint oily film on the surface. The communal pitcher was clean.

I filed that away. I didn’t know why yet.

“Junie.” Samuel’s voice was quiet, meant only for me. “Has anyone been alone with the tea service?”

“Everyone,” I said. “It’s been chaos.”

He nodded slowly. “Keep your eyes open.”

Then Bianca made a sound. A wet, gurgling sound. Her hand went to her throat. Her eyes went wide.

“Something’s—” she started.

She never finished.

She collapsed against the railing, slid down, and landed in a heap of expensive athleisure and stop-sign nails. Someone screamed for real this time. Someone else shouted for a medic. The camera operator kept filming—I saw the red light blinking, even then.

I dropped to my knees beside Bianca. Her pulse was there, but thready. Her lips were tinged blue.

“What did she drink?” I demanded.

The assistant pointed at the cup. “Just tea. Mint tea. And the sweetener—I swear it was safe—”

I looked at the residue again. That oily film. And beneath the mint, a faint, bitter smell I recognized from Granny Ivy’s poison garden.

Oleander.

“Don’t let anyone touch that cup,” I said.

Samuel was already on his radio, calling for an ambulance, for backup, for everyone. But his eyes met mine. And I saw it there—the question he didn’t want to ask.

Did you do this?

The ambulance came. Bianca was still alive when they loaded her in, but her face was the color of old paper. I didn’t need a medical degree to know she might not make it.

And then the producer, Thorne Blackwood, appeared at my elbow. He was slick and polished, with the kind of smile that belonged on a used car salesman.

“Ms. Bloom,” he said quietly. “I need you to sign this waiver.”

“A waiver?”

“Releasing the footage of the incident. Standard procedure.” His smile didn’t waver. “Just in case.”

“In case of what?”

He leaned closer. His breath smelled like cigarettes and ambition. “In case she doesn’t wake up. And in case we need to know who was alone with that tea.”

I looked past him, toward the garden. Toward all those faces—Victor watching from across the street, Mabel Hooper clutching her lavender sweater, Dylan pretending to arrange flowers while his hands shook.

Someone here had done this.

And then I looked at Petey, perched on the greenhouse roof. He wasn't squawking or stealing biscuits.

He was staring at Victor Cross. And very quietly, in Granny Ivy’s voice, he said:

“The formula dies with me.”

I went cold.

Two hours later, I was sitting in the back of a Moss Creek police cruiser, watching my reflection in the window. The glass was cold against my forehead. My hands smelled like mint and soil and fear.

Deputy Hayes had been replaced by Detective Rawls, a bulldog of a woman who didn’t smile and didn’t blink and didn’t believe in coincidences.

“The tea came from your shop,” Rawls said. “The victim drank from a cup you prepared. The sweetener jar is missing. And we found this in your office.”

She held up a Ziploc bag. Inside was a small glass vial with a faded label.

Oleander extract. Handle with care.

“That’s not mine,” I said.

“It has your fingerprints on it.”

My mouth opened. Nothing came out.

Rawls closed the cruiser door. Through the window, I saw Samuel standing on the sidewalk, his face pale, his hands clenched at his sides. He was saying something to Rawls—arguing, maybe—but she waved him off.

Then he turned and looked at me through the glass.

He mouthed two words: Don’t talk.

And then he walked away, phone already to his ear.

“Junie Bloom,” Detective Rawls said from outside the car, “you are under arrest for the attempted murder of Bianca Rose.”

The door shut.

Petey’s distant screech echoed across the square.

“Bad day,” he shrieked. “Bad day, Junebug.”

He wasn’t wrong.
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