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Chapter One

A warm afternoon breeze ruffled the linen cloths that covered the tables in the garden. The members of the Falcongate Rose Society chattered excitedly and helped themselves to the buffet. It wasn’t every day that Falcongate saw an event as grand as this, and the guests were making the most of it.

As it was her mother George’s party, Jo and her three Kirrin cousins were making themselves useful by being waiters. Jo and Allie were doing their best to keep the glasses topped up and the guests happy. The boys, however, weren’t taking their jobs very seriously at all.

Over at the buffet table, Max straightened his black bow-tie, tucked in his white shirt, brushed his blond fringe out of his eyes and helped himself to a walnut from the nut selection. Dylan picked up a baguette and swung it round like a cricket bat. He pushed his glasses up his nose and narrowed his eyes at his cousin. Or, more specifically, at the walnut.
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Before Max had a chance to pitch the walnut at Dylan, Allie bustled past. Her bow-tie and white shirt were immaculate. Holding a tray of canapés up high, she moved between the guests, straightening the cloths.

“Tsk-tsk,” she said briskly, stopping at a table. “Unfolded napkin.”

She shifted her tray to the other hand and folded the wonky napkin into a swan with a flick of her wrist. Satisfied, she marched on towards one of the Falcongate Rose Society’s well-known members.

“Vol-au-vent, Constable Stubblefield?” she said politely, waving the tray under the nose of Falcongate’s large, romance-novel-loving police constable.

Constable Stubblefield waggled her fingers and started tucking in to the little pastries. Then, when she couldn’t pick up as many as she wanted, the constable took the entire tray out of Allie’s hands. It seemed easier that way.

Looking distracted, George stopped in front of Allie. She had a twig in her hair. Allie’s aunt spent most of her time in her greenhouses with a collection of plants from around the world, so the twig was not unusual.

“When’s your friend Courtney getting here?” George asked her niece.

Allie beamed at the mention of Courtney. “Her flight from LA already landed,” she said. “I hope she gets here before your party’s over. She loves a catered event like I do.”

George gestured round at the party, which was now in full swing. “You kids are doing a wonderful job helping with this,” she said.

Allie laughed. “Are you kidding?” she said, flicking her blond hair back over her shoulders. “This is fun! Tsk, tsk – unfolded napkin …” Zooming over to a nearby table, Allie did her wrist flick again and turned the napkin into another swan.

On the other side of the garden, George’s daughter Jo was grumpily offering canapés, tugging at her bow-tie and looking miserable. Waiting on guests wasn’t Jo’s thing.

“Here,” she said sourly, thrusting her tray under the nose of Renfro Xanx, a neat and rather dull little man in his thirties who ran the Falcongate stationery shop. “Eat that.”

Renfro Xanx daintily chose and ate a single cheese straw. Somehow, he didn’t spill any crumbs down his snow-white shirt. With a grunt, Jo stomped off to feed someone else.

“Well, not all of us think it’s fun,” Allie admitted, as Jo plodded past.

Over at the refreshment table, Max and Dylan’s walnut-and-baguette cricket match was under way. Walnuts were flying in all directions. Dylan smacked one or two, and was now racing back and forth and yelling.

“And some of us make our own fun,” Allie added.

To prove Allie’s point, Dylan walloped a walnut across the garden. Timmy, Jo’s dog, caught it triumphantly in a bread basket he was carrying in his mouth.

Silence fell as George tapped a glass with a spoon. Ting ting ting.

“Attention, Falcongate Rose Society,” she said loudly, as Constable Stubblefield seized another handful of snacks. “It is time to unveil my prize roses!”

The members of the Falcongate Rose Society clapped as George opened her arms in the direction of a bed of vibrant pink roses.

“I give you – Pink Paradise!” George announced.

But somehow, the roses weren’t pink any more. As the applause faltered, the blooms turned brown and curled up. Little yellow bumps spread across the leaves and stems like a rash.

The guests murmured among themselves. Constable Stubblefield tucked one last pastry into her mouth, then bustled over to examine the plants.

“I’d call these roses rather more dead than usual,” she declared.

“Something’s wrong,” George said anxiously, touching the dying flowers. “Roses don’t get ill so quickly!”

Jo pushed through the crowd and hunkered down beside the plant. The yellow bumps had completely killed it. “Maybe they didn’t get ill,” she said thoughtfully. “Maybe someone made them ill …”


Chapter Two

The garden party broke up into small, worried groups. The conversation was the same everywhere. If this yellow blight had affected George’s roses, whose roses would be next?

In the hubbub, the cousins glanced at each other. They knew the drill. They’d done stuff like this before. It was time to search for clues. There were always clues.

Sure enough, the first clue appeared after just a few minutes. After crawling through the greenhouse with her nose pressed to the soft earth, Jo pounced on something deep underneath one of the Pink Paradise rose bushes. She held up a crumpled cardboard tube.

“Look at this,” she said, twisting it round so that everyone could see it. “The yellow powder on it looks a lot like the yellow powder on this rose.” She dangled it between her fingers. “Exhibit A,” she declared with a businesslike nod.

Over by the greenhouse workbench, Max had found something else.

“Look at these footprints,” he said in excitement, pointing at a set of ridged prints in the earth. “They’re huge! So that’s Exhibit B, eh?”

Jo shook her head. “Let’s make the roses Exhibit B,” she suggested.

“And the footprints lead to the greenhouse door!” Allie exclaimed. “Exhibit Four!”

“Well, three,” said Max, starting to look confused, “if we’re switching from letters.”

“Yes,” Jo agreed. “The footprints were C once the roses were B—” She shook her head as if she had water in her ears. “You know what?” she said at last. “Let’s just look for clues.”

“Like this lock,” said Dylan, over by the greenhouse door. “Jimmied open!”

The cousins rushed over to check out Dylan’s find. It was true. The door had been forced open. Someone had sabotaged Pink Paradise! But who? And why? Jealousy? Hatred of the colour pink?

The cousins watched as Falcongate’s police officer made her way slowly through the greenhouse, glancing from side to side. There were still several canapé crumbs around her mouth.

“There’s no lack of clues,” Constable Stubblefield declared.

The cousins felt relieved. For once, it looked like Constable Stubblefield was up to the job of finding the villains!

“I’d be on to this like a bloodhound if it weren’t for my spa massage appointment,” continued the constable. She stretched. “I carry my tension in my upper buttocks,” she added by way of explanation. “Adieu.”

And Constable Stubblefield trotted off to her appointment.

Renfro Xanx, the stationer, pushed through the crowd. He pulled a spotless pair of gardening gloves from his pocket, and gingerly picked up a wilted rose. Jo thought about how dirty her mother got in the garden, and wondered how Renfro Xanx stayed so clean.

“My cousin Elihu is a chemist,” Renfro Xanx told George, in a voice that was just as neat and clipped as he was. “Perhaps he can study this powder, and who knows … invent a cure?”

“I hope so,” George said, absent-mindedly scratching a small, bumpy
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