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  Chapter One




Poppy Lancaster had never been so wet and miserable in her life. Her fingers, jammed inside unwieldy rubber gloves, were numb and stiff with cold, and her clothes were soaked through and clinging to her unpleasantly. Water had even somehow seeped into her Wellington boots and her feet squelched inside wet socks, making her grimace with every step. 
Raising her head, she looked in despair at the enormous pane of glass in front of her. She felt like she had been soaping and scrubbing for hours… and yet still, there were so many more panes waiting for her: endless expanses of dusty glass, smeared with dirt and grime, bordered with cobwebs and edged with algae. They stretched around her and over her head, forming the walls and the slanted roof of the large greenhouse that was attached to the rear of her grandmother’s cottage. 
I’m never going to finish cleaning this place, she thought with a sinking heart as she eyed the structure around her. She was beginning to regret following the advice of several well-meaning villagers who had suggested that autumn was the perfect time to give one’s greenhouse a much-needed clean. The mild forecast had lulled her into thinking she had a comfortable stretch of warm weather to accomplish the job. Unfortunately, she should have remembered that the only thing you could rely on weathermen for was to get the forecast wrong, and the dry, sunny day she had been promised had quickly morphed into a chilly, grey drizzlefest. In fact, it was only mid-afternoon, and Poppy noted worriedly that the light was already fading as she gazed through the streaked glass at the surrounding garden outside.  
It had seemed like a dream come true when she had been told at the start of summer—just a few months ago—that she had inherited a cottage and large garden from the estranged grandmother she had never known. Poppy had left her life in London without a backward glance and eagerly settled at Hollyhock Cottage, determined to follow in her grandmother’s footsteps and continue the plant nursery business which had been in the family for generations. True, she’d no horticultural experience, could barely tell one end of a trowel from the other, and had always killed any green thing she touched (yes, including that plastic plant from IKEA) but Poppy had been undaunted. After all, both her mother and grandmother had been brilliant plantswomen, so she was sure that the green fingers were in her genes… somewhere. She just had to find them.
And during the glorious months of summer, when the cottage garden had been at its most beautiful—with billowing roses everywhere, elegant spires of foxgloves swaying in the breeze, and fragrant climbers like honeysuckle scrambling up the walls—Poppy had been full of hope and delight. But with the coming of autumn and darker, colder days, the garden had lost some of its romantic appeal and Poppy had begun to realise that gardening wasn't all roses and sunshine. There was an unpleasant side too, like endless weeding to do, slimy slugs to trap, dead leaves to rake… And greenhouses to clean, she thought with a sigh, looking around her once more.
Her grandmother's long illness before her death had meant that the greenhouse had become as neglected as the cottage garden outside, filled with broken terracotta pots and dusty seed trays, faded plant labels and discarded bags of compost and potting mix. The cracked floor was littered with dead leaves, and an army of creepy-crawlies had taken up residence in seams and corners. Up until recently, Poppy had been too preoccupied with the garden outside to give the greenhouse much thought. But with the weather cooling and the new gardening knowledge she had gained, she had soon begun to realise that she would have to find somewhere to shelter the “tender” plants from the cold if they were to survive the winter. She would also need a warm, bright place where she could nurture seedlings so that they would get a head start and grow to a good enough size to sell when spring arrived.
The greenhouse was the answer—or at least, it would be, once it was cleaned. So that morning, Poppy had grabbed her brushes, sponges, and buckets of soapy water, and set out to tackle the multitude of nooks and crannies filled with dirt, moss, slime… and several other things she didn’t want to know about. It had seemed fun at first, even therapeutic, as she swept and scrubbed, sponged and scoured, but now, several hours of hard scrubbing later, the whole project was rapidly losing its charm.
Still, it's not as if there’s anything else I could be doing, she reminded herself with a sigh. The usual rush of worries flooded over her and Poppy wondered once again how she was going to manage in the months ahead. Her batch of perennial seedlings wouldn’t grow big enough to be ready for sale until spring; the winter bedding plants she had ordered from wholesale suppliers were bringing in a few customers, but selling little pots of pansies and primroses could only produce a small income. Her popular home-made flower arrangements, which had been a welcome side business through the summer, were no longer an option now that the cottage garden was fading and looking barer each day. 
Most of all, the nagging voice telling her that she had bitten off more than she could chew when she’d decided to take on her grandmother's cottage garden nursery was growing louder and harder to ignore. Still, Poppy didn’t regret her decision. She loved Hollyhock Cottage and already saw it as the home she’d never had, the kind of home she had always dreamt of during her turbulent childhood drifting around the country with her hapless, nomadic mother. 
And I’ve got big plans, she reminded herself. Plans to expand the nursery, open the garden to the public, and develop my unique flower arrangements… 
Of course, that was all in the future. Meanwhile, there were more practical things to consider, like putting food on the table and paying the bills. Poppy gave a rueful smile. It’s all very well having grand schemes for the future but how am I going to find the money for necessities—
“N-ow?” said a voice by her ankles.
Poppy laughed as she looked down at the enormous ginger tom rubbing himself against her leg. “You took the words right out of my mouth, Oren.”
The big tomcat jumped nimbly onto the wooden workbench in the centre of the room and weaved his way between the trays of seedlings laid out. Poppy watched him apprehensively; Oren moved very delicately for such a big cat, lifting his paws and stepping between the trays, his long tail waving for balance. Poppy began to relax, then she saw him stroll down to the other end of the workbench, where a lone potted plant sat. Oren bent to sniff it curiously, then rubbed his chin against the side of the pot, causing the plant to teeter precariously.
“Careful!” Poppy yelped, diving across and grabbing the potted plant just in time. 
“N-ow?” said Oren, looking at her with a mischievous gleam in his big yellow eyes.
Poppy gave him a mock glare, then turned and carefully carried the pot to the other side of the greenhouse. Setting it down on a shelf, she stood back and gazed lovingly at the small cluster of stems and leaves protruding from the blue porcelain pot. Everyone had told her that it was impossible to grow gardenias in England, that it was just too cold for these natives of tropical Asia to thrive and flower well. But when she had seen the little potted Gardenia jasminoides offered for sale a few weeks ago, she had been unable to resist. With its richly fragrant, creamy-white flowers set against the glossy green leaves, it had been one of the most beautiful things she had ever seen.
Since bringing it home, she had treated the little potted gardenia like a pampered pet, giving it pride of place in the greenhouse, carefully rotating it each day so that it would receive even light from all sides, and watering it with meticulous care. She had been disappointed when the beautiful flowers had faded soon after she’d brought the plant home, but she had been excited to see that there were several more unopened buds. Poppy leaned over the plant now, eagerly checking to see if any of the buds had started to unfurl. To her dismay, she found that instead of opening, several of the buds had dropped off and lay shrivelled on the soil beneath.
“Oh!” she cried, frowning as she picked up a bud and looked at it more closely. Why were they dropping off? Was it something she had done? 
She looked back up at the plant and was even more worried to see that several of the lower leaves had started to yellow. Gingerly, she took hold of a leaf and turned it over, looking for parasites or signs of a fungal infection, but she saw nothing. The waxy surface was clean and unblemished, and the leaves weren’t shrivelled or wilted in any way. And yet they were definitely taking on a sickly yellow tinge. 
Poppy sighed. It had all looked so promising! Maybe she should have heeded the advice about gardenias; maybe she had been silly and naïve to think that she could succeed where more experienced gardeners had failed. She wondered if she needed to water the plant but when she prodded the soil in the pot with a finger, she found it still damp. If there was one thing she had learnt in gardening so far, it was that over-watering killed more plants than anything else. So she refrained from grabbing the watering can. Instead, she set the gardenia on a ledge right next to one of the glass panes, where it would get maximum sunlight, and hoped that it would look better when she checked on it tomorrow. 
“N-ow? N-owww?” 
Poppy glanced back across the greenhouse to see Oren sitting by the bucket of soapy water, regarding her with his big yellow eyes. She went over to him and said with a wry smile: “Yes, you’re right, Oren—I’d better get back to work now.”
She had barely started again, though, when her phone rang. Dropping the sponge back into the bucket, Poppy fumbled with wet fingers to pull the phone out of her pocket. Her heart sank as she glanced at the screen and saw the Caller ID. Hubert Leach was one member of her long-lost family that she could have done without finding again. Her cousin was brash and vulgar, with a deceitful manner and greedy attitude. Besides, she had a suspicion that she knew what the call would be about: Hubert was probably calling to claim his pound of flesh.
“Cousin Poppy!” came Hubert’s unctuous voice. “How are we today?”
“I'm fine, Hubert. How are you?" asked Poppy cautiously.
“Oh, you know… busy… busy… Life as a property agent is always interesting. We’ve had a flood of new commercial lease properties come on the market recently, which has kept us on our toes—but I expect your friend Nell has told you all about that, since she has been given the cleaning contracts for all of them. How is she enjoying her new job with us?”
“Er… she’s very happy.”
“I’m glad to hear it. It is so hard to find a good job nowadays, especially when one is a bit—ahem—older, like your dear friend, so I was delighted to be able to help her find stable work.”
Poppy squirmed at Hubert’s meaningful tone. “Yes, she’s very grateful to you for employing her—”
“Ah, well, of course, there was a little quid pro quo involved, as you’ll probably recall…?”
Poppy winced. Here it comes. She wondered again if she had done the right thing when she had blithely agreed to her cousin’s request of an unnamed future favour, in return for providing a job for her friend Nell. At the time, she hadn't even hesitated; Nell had practically been a surrogate mother and Poppy had been willing to do anything to help, after her old friend had been made redundant from her cleaning job in London. It had been wonderful to see Nell settling in as her housemate at Hollyhock Cottage and to watch Nell making friends in the village of Bunnington, as well as enjoying her new work… but Poppy had quietly dreaded this call from Hubert for a long time.
“Yes, of course, I remember,” she said. “What is it you want, Hubert?”
He twittered. “Oh, nothing much, nothing much. Just a tiny favour, really. You see, I’ve been invited to a party being given by David Nowak tomorrow night—you do know David Nowak?”
“Yes, of course. He owns the Róża Garden Centres chain—one of the biggest in the country,” said Poppy, unable to keep the envy and resentment out of her voice. She might not have been in the horticultural business long, but already she could sympathise with the many small, independent nurseries who were being out-competed by the big garden centres. “He’s some local-boy-made-good, isn’t he? Grew up in Bunnington, from a poor immigrant Polish family, didn’t have much schooling but managed to build a multi-billion-pound company—”
“Bloody hell, he’s much more than that! The man’s on the Sunday Times Rich List! He won the Top Brit Entrepreneur Award two years running and he’s probably got his fingers in all the local businesses in Oxfordshire. He bought a manor house just outside Bunnington last year. Could have had his pick of properties in London but he said he wanted to come back to his roots.”
“Well, that’s nice of him—”
“Nice had nothing to do with it,” scoffed Hubert. “Very astute chap, that Nowak: got the property at a knock-down price because the previous owners couldn’t afford to keep up the maintenance on the place, and it has since doubled in value already with the improvements and renovations he’s put in…” 
Poppy could practically see Hubert rubbing his hands and she wondered if her cousin was hoping Nowak would sell his new property, and hire Leach Properties to conduct the negotiations.
“…it’s called Chatswood House,” Hubert continued. “And it’s famous for its beautiful old orangery, attached to the rear of the manor.”
“Orangery? That’s like a greenhouse where you keep oranges, isn’t it?”
“Oh, much more than a greenhouse and much more than just oranges!” said Hubert with a patronising laugh. “An orangery is like a big, fancy conservatory; they were originally built to house all types of citrus plants during the winter. The Italians invented them in the seventeenth century. The royal family loved ’em. Put them up everywhere. You been to the Orangery at Kensington Palace? Or the one at the Royal Botanic Gardens?”
“No,” said Poppy regretfully. “They’re on my bucket list, though.”
“Well, this one at Chatswood House could give any of those famous orangeries a run for their money. Oh, it’s not as big but it’s pretty fancy. Of course, it had fallen into complete disrepair and needed serious work, and Nowak has spent a ton on restoring it. That’s the official reason for the party: they’ve just finished the renovations and he wants to celebrate. If you ask me, though, I think it’s also a clever fundraiser. I’ll bet he’s thinking of his election campaign next year—you know he’s running for local MP? A party is a good way to hobnob with all the local VIPs—”
“And you've been invited to this party?” said Poppy, wishing that Hubert would get to the point.
“Naturally,” said Hubert smugly. “As one of the leading property agents in Oxfordshire, I’m top of the guestlist.”
More likely you weaselled your way onto it, thought Poppy. Then she nearly dropped the phone in surprise as Hubert added smoothly:
“And I’d like you to go with me as my date.”
“Me?” said Poppy, dumbfounded. 
“Yes, I need you to pretend to be my girlfriend for the evening.”
“What? Why?” 
“Well, you see, when I met Nowak recently, I sort of implied that… well… that I had a girlfriend—a serious girlfriend. You know how it is, everyone was standing around, talking about their wives or partners, and I didn’t want to look bad…”
Poppy could just imagine how her cousin’s love of bragging and one-upmanship would have prompted him to make up an imaginary girlfriend, just to look good in front of his peers. Still, she couldn’t understand why he would ask her to be his date. She and Hubert were hardly close—in fact, they’d barely seen each other more than a handful of times since she’d moved to Oxfordshire—and surely even her slimy cousin could find a woman from his own social circle who would be willing to hang on his arm for one night?
“There’s something you’re not telling me,” she said.
Hubert laughed quickly. “Nonsense! All I'm asking you is to get dolled up and come along for some cocktails and canapés… surely that's not too much to ask for?”
Poppy hesitated. The last thing she wanted to do was go anywhere as Hubert’s date. On the other hand, if this was all he was asking for as his favour, then it was a huge relief and an easy way to fulfil her obligation to him.
“What’s the dress code? If it’s very formal, I don't have anything posh to wear—”
“Oh, no problem! It’s actually a sort of fancy dress. Hang on a sec…” There was a rustle of paper. “Here it is—the invite says the dress code is ‘Vintage Cocktail’. I’ll tell you what, why don’t you come up to Oxford and visit the Ballroom Emporium on Cowley Road? They’re famous for stocking vintage gear—they even supply costumes for TV productions, you know. You can hire some glad rags from there. It’ll be my treat.”
Poppy wondered if she’d heard right. Since when did her stingy cousin offer to pay for anything? “You’re going to an awful lot of expense and trouble, just to convince Nowak you have a girlfriend. Wouldn’t it be easier to tell him that you broke up or something? What aren’t you telling me?” she asked suspiciously.
“Nothing!” protested Hubert. “Look, all the men always come to these things with some totty on their arm and I don’t want to be the only one who turns up alone, okay?” His voice wobbled slightly. “I… I don’t want them to think that I’m some sad git who can’t even get a girl.”
Poppy softened. Maybe she was being paranoid and unfair. After all, for all his faults, Hubert was still human and he must have felt loneliness and rejection too. 
“All right,” she said with a sigh.
“Fantastic!” said Hubert, instantly recovering his good mood. “The party starts at six so I’ll come and pick you up around five-thirty.”
“Okay, I’ll be ready.” Poppy hung up and looked down at her phone. In spite of everything, she had a bad feeling that she had just made a very big mistake…






  
  Chapter Two




“Ooh, did you find something nice, Poppy? Let’s see what you’ve got! I hope you didn’t pick a boring black dress—not that they aren’t very practical, of course, and I know they’re supposed to flatter your figure… but really, a young girl like you needs to wear pretty colours and frills and sparkles—how will you ever find a man otherwise? They say that men are attracted to bright colours, especially red. Yes, they did some research, you know, on online dating sites, and they found that women who wore red in their photos were contacted far more than those who wore drab colours…”
Poppy shut the front door of Hollyhock Cottage and smiled at the grey-haired, middle-aged woman who had come out of the kitchen to greet her. She had met Nell Hopkins when the cleaning lady had offered to sublet rooms in her small London townhouse and Poppy had been grateful, not only for the cheap accommodation, but also for Nell’s support during her mother’s illness. The kindly landlady had cared for Holly Lancaster as if she had been her own daughter and, after Holly’s death, Nell’s warm, maternal presence had been a huge comfort to Poppy, who was suddenly alone in the world. 
Now, she laughed and said, “Don’t worry, Nell, I didn’t get a black dress. I’m only hiring something for one night—and besides, Hubert’s footing the bill—so I didn’t have to worry about buying something sensible and good value! I found a gorgeous 1920s cocktail dress in a sort of champagne-gold colour, and some matching shoes.”
“Well, go and put them on and let’s see!” Nell urged, her round apple cheeks flushed with excitement. 
A few minutes later, Poppy stood in the middle of her bedroom and pirouetted around for her old friend to admire.
“Oh my lordy Lord, Poppy… you look beautiful!” cried Nell, her eyes bright with delight. 
“Yes, it really is lovely, isn’t it?” said Poppy, smoothing her skirt down and eyeing her reflection in the full-length mirror propped up against the wall. She gave a wistful sigh. “I wish I didn’t have to return it. I’ve never owned a dress like this…”
“Do you have some nice jewellery you could wear with it? A pearl necklace or maybe some dangling earrings would look lovely with that scooped neckline.”
Poppy shook her head and laughed. “Nell! Where would I get a pearl necklace from? No, I don’t have anything like that—I’ll have to make do with the small gold studs that Mum used to wear.” She peered at herself in the mirror again and rubbed her bare arms with a frown. “I wish I’d remembered to get a matching wrap from the Ballroom Emporium… I can wear my coat to get there, but I’d have to take that off once I’m inside, and the only cardigan I have is a bit tattered and the wrong colour.”
“Yes, it does look a bit unfinished, especially with that sleeveless design… There’s something missing…” said Nell, tilting her head to one side. Then she snapped her fingers. “I know just what you need! Wait there!” She disappeared from the room and Poppy heard her rummaging in her own bedroom down the corridor. A few minutes later, Nell returned carrying something pale and silky in her hands.
“Here—these will complete the look perfectly and keep your arms warm too. Go on, put them on!” said Nell, thrusting the item at her.
Poppy looked down at the pair of satin, elbow-length evening gloves. They had probably once been white but had since aged to ivory, and the edges were slightly frayed, but nevertheless there was a timeless elegance to them. 
Poppy stroked them reverently. “They’re gorgeous,” she breathed.
“They belonged to my mother,” said Nell with a fond smile. “She gave them to me when I was a young woman, but I’ve never had a chance to wear them—”
“Oh, I can’t—”
“Rubbish! It will be lovely to see them used at last. Go on, put them on,” urged Nell again.
Carefully, Poppy pulled the satin gloves on, then looked at herself in the mirror once more. Nell was right: the gloves were the perfect accessory to complete the outfit. 
“Do you think I’ll look odd, though?” she asked worriedly. “I mean, gloves are so old-fashioned. No one ever wears them anymore, except maybe to a really formal ‘white-tie’ event. What if I look ridiculous and everyone laughs at me?”
“The invitation said the dress code was ‘Vintage Cocktail’, didn’t it?” said Nell. “I’ll bet you lots of ladies will be wearing gloves. It’s the easiest way to look ‘vintage’. Oh, I can’t wait to hear how it goes tomorrow night! It was so nice of Hubert to invite you. I must say, dear—I didn’t like to say it before, seeing as he’s your cousin and all—but I’d never really cared for Hubert. I know it was very kind of him to offer me a job, but I always thought that he was a bit… well, never mind. Obviously I was wrong and he’s a kind soul.”
Poppy bit back the words that rose to her lips and gave Nell a wan smile instead. 
“And just think! You might meet someone at the party! A nice boy from a wealthy family, perhaps, who will sweep you off your feet and take you on a romantic weekend to Paris… and then maybe he’ll propose under the Eiffel Tower—I’ve heard that’s so romantic—and then you can have your honeymoon in Italy—”
“Nell!” said Poppy with an exasperated laugh. Really, sometimes Nell’s obsession with romance novels got a bit out of hand. No matter how much Poppy protested about modern womanhood and female independence, her old friend was convinced that Poppy couldn’t really be happy until she had found her soulmate. Still, she could hardly tell Nell the truth—that she was unlikely to meet any romantic prospects when she was attending the party as Hubert Leach’s “girlfriend”—so the best thing was to say nothing and to change the subject.
“Thank you for the gloves,” she said, taking them off carefully and laying them on the bed. “I’ll take very good care of them.”
“And what about your handbag?” asked Nell, picking up Poppy’s battered leather tote from the chair by the bed. “You can’t be thinking of carrying this old thing?”
The bag tipped sideways as Nell picked it up and a rolled-up magazine fell out. Nell made a tutting sound as she saw the cover, which displayed the latest gossip on Hollywood actors, rock stars, and other celebrities.
“Poppy! Have you been wasting money buying magazines again?”
“It… it was on special offer,” Poppy lied, snatching the magazine out of Nell’s hands. 
“Poppy, dear…” The older woman sighed and looked at her sadly. “You’re not going to find him that way, you know.”
“Find who?” said Poppy, feigning ignorance.
“Your father.”
Poppy flushed. “Who said I was looking for him? I… uh… just happened to be interested in some of the stories.” Hurriedly, she rolled the magazine up and stuffed it back into her handbag. 
“Poppy…” Nell looked at her sadly. “Is it really so important?”
Poppy bit her lip. “I… I can’t explain it, Nell… but I feel like if I could just find him, then… then everything will be okay, you know? Like I’ll be able to deal with things better and—”
“Nonsense! Your father has never been in your life and you’ve managed fine up to now without him.”
“But it’s different now! Up until recently, I’ve always had Mum with me… and she… she sort of defined me, you know? I was ‘Holly Lancaster’s daughter’. My life revolved around her. She was always coming up with crazy new ideas—she was so creative, such a carefree spirit, whereas I was the ordinary one, the one with plain brown hair instead of beautiful honey-blonde; the boring, sensible, practical—”
“Oh rubbish!” scoffed Nell. “You know I loved your mother, dear, but I wasn’t blind to her faults. Creative and carefree is another way of saying impulsive and irresponsible. I know she thought she was doing the best for you, but really, it was no way to bring up a child, dragging you from place to place, all over the country, whenever she got bored and wanted a change of scene; never giving you a chance to put down roots and make friends; refusing to swallow her pride and reconcile with your grandmother so you could have some family—”
“Oh, I didn’t mind,” said Poppy quickly. “I mean, life with Mum was always so exciting. She was so… so much larger than life! She always said we never needed anyone else and when she was around, it really felt like that.” Poppy paused, then said in a small voice, “But now that she’s gone… Well, I feel sort of lost. Most people have things to help them define themselves. They know who their parents are, what their background is… How can I figure out who I am unless I find out—”
“You are who you make yourself to be,” said Nell with an emphatic nod. “You don’t need your family history or anything else to know what kind of person you want to be. There are loads of people out there, you know, who throw their pasts away and invent themselves as a new person.” She reached out and patted Poppy’s hand. “You just have to have faith in yourself, dear, and—What’s that?”
Startled, Poppy turned to look at the window ledge that Nell was staring at. “What’s what? Oh, that? I think it’s just a speck of dust.”
“A speck of dust?” Nell bridled at the thought of any dirt daring to invade her spotless domain. She frowned and ran a finger along the offending ledge. “I only dusted it this morning! I must switch to another brand of duster. I’ll go and get a cloth, and give it another wipe.”
As her friend bustled out, muttering to herself, Poppy looked guiltily at the magazine that was half-protruding from her bag. She knew it was silly to spend hours poring over those magazines, scanning the faces of the ageing rock stars and hoping against hope to find one who bore more than a passing resemblance to her own features… but she couldn’t seem to help herself. She just couldn’t give up the hope that if she kept looking, some day she just might find him…






  
  Chapter Three




Poppy looked nervously around as she alighted from the taxi in the wide circular driveway before an imposing country manor. A series of other cars were disgorging their passengers and everywhere she looked there were couples dressed in outfits from various historical eras. There were cloche hats and 1920s “flapper” dresses, Victorian lace ruffles and skirt bustles, 70s bell-bottom pants and disco shirts, and even Regency-era empire-waist gowns and gentlemen’s silk breeches. The women all seemed incredibly glamorous and sophisticated, decked out in velvets and satins, and sparkling with jewellery, as they sashayed towards the manor house. Poppy felt suddenly very gauche and out of her depth. She fidgeted with the edge of her satin gloves, tugging them higher, then was relieved to see that Nell had been right: most of the other women were wearing gloves too—and even some of the men. It gave her a little spurt of confidence and, taking a deep breath, she took Hubert’s arm and started across the driveway.
They followed the other guests who were not entering through the front door but rather heading down a path that curved around the side of the house. Fairy lights had been strung overhead, lighting the way, and making it look like an enchanted pathway through the grounds. The faint sound of a string quartet could be heard in the distance, as well as the hubbub of voices and laughter. As Poppy started up the path, she caught sight of someone coming in the opposite direction and nearly stopped in surprise. 
It was Joe Fabbri, the local handyman who had become an unlikely friend and mentor in the months since she’d arrived at Hollyhock Cottage. When she had first met Joe, Poppy had been taken aback and even intimidated by his taciturn manner. But she had soon learned that the handyman’s brusque demeanour belied a kind heart. It was Joe who had patiently shown her how to use each rusty garden tool in her grandmother’s greenhouse, Joe who had helped her cut back and tame the overgrown cottage garden, Joe who had listened, without blame or criticism, each time she’d come to him with a horticultural woe, and Joe who had quietly encouraged her growing confidence with seedlings, cuttings, and flowers. As someone who had lacked a paternal figure all her life, Poppy had quickly started to see Joe as a surrogate for the uncle, or even father, that she’d never had growing up—even if he wasn’t exactly the chatty, cuddly sort! 
Now, as he walked towards her—with his tanned leathery face, grey ponytail, and paint-splattered overalls—Joe looked strangely incongruous amongst the glamorous guests. He was carrying a bag of tools and a stepladder, expertly balancing it against one shoulder as he passed the guests going in the opposite direction. Poppy wondered what Joe was doing there and was just about to call out to him, when a dark-haired woman appeared behind him. She looked to be in her fifties, with high arched brows and a narrow, thin face, and was dressed in a lavishly beaded velvet gown, its rich emerald colour glowing against her pale skin. Diamonds glittered at her ears and throat, and she looked like she should have been dancing a waltz at a royal reception, not chasing a handyman down a garden path.
“Mr Fabbri! Mr Fabbri!”
She caught up with Joe just as Poppy neared him. 
“Mr Fabbri, are you sure you’ve fixed that trellis? It still looks slightly crooked to me—what if it falls down when a guest is standing nearby and injures them badly? I really don’t know what Dawn was thinking! She should have double-checked everything when the event organisers installed the decorations!” The woman huffed irritably. “David always says I worry too much but really, nothing gets done properly if you don’t do it yourself. Staff always assure you that everything is safe and secure but I know better than to trust their word… and look how right I was! People always try to cut corners. If I hadn’t gone around checking just before the party started, imagine what might have happened!” She looked Joe up and down. “I hear you’re the best handyman in Bunnington—I hope your reputation is well-deserved. Are you sure it’s fixed now? I can’t afford to have any of the guests injured. I warn you, Mr Fabbri, I always insist on getting my money’s worth and I won’t hesitate to call you back if things aren’t up to scratch. But you were fairly quick; I suppose it wasn’t a complicated repair?”
She paused at last for a breath and looked expectantly at Joe.
“Screw loose,” he said. 
It wasn’t clear if he was talking about the trellis or the woman, and Poppy grinned. The woman looked bewildered by Joe’s laconic reply and Poppy started to say something to help, but Hubert clamped a hand on her arm and dragged her swiftly past. As he propelled her up the path, he leaned close and said in a low voice: 
“By the way, your name isn’t Poppy tonight, it’s Christelle.”
Poppy turned to look at him. “I’m sorry?”
“That’s the name I told Nowak when I was telling him about my girlfriend.”
“You didn’t tell me I had to use a fake name,” said Poppy, frowning. 
“It doesn’t matter, does it? It’s only for tonight—and tonight you’re not Poppy Lancaster, you’re Christelle Bellini, my girlfriend.”
“What? Bellini?” spluttered Poppy. “What kind of name is that?”
“What do you mean? It’s a very pretty name,” said Hubert defensively.
“It’s also a famous cocktail! Couldn’t you think of something that didn’t involve Prosecco and peaches?”
“Look, I wanted something sexy and Italian, and that was what popped into my head, okay?” 
Poppy sighed. She supposed she should have been grateful that it hadn’t been Ferrari or Versace. Smoothing down her dress, she took a deep breath and followed Hubert up the path. It led out through a row of neatly clipped shrubs and opened at last onto a wide stone terrace. Poppy caught her breath as they stepped out. On one side, the terrace looked down into a walled garden, filled with Mediterranean-style plantings of fragrant herbs, gnarled olive trees, climbing bougainvillea, and brightly coloured geraniums in terracotta pots.
On the opposite side, the terrace was flanked by what Poppy thought at first to be the rear of the manor house—then she realised that it was, in fact, a long building attached to the main house. It was the orangery. Poppy looked at it in awe. Despite the gathering dusk, the lights from the building itself lit it with a brilliant golden glow, making it easy for her to admire its elegant grandeur. Built in the English Baroque style, with huge arched windows spanning the walls and a high lantern roof made entirely of glass, the orangery had been lovingly restored and now looked more like a magnificent ballroom than a fancy greenhouse.
When Poppy stepped inside, however, she was delighted to find that it was filled with plants. She thought the event organisers had done a wonderful job, decorating the interior of the orangery in such a way as to recreate a tranquil, green oasis while also providing the luxurious setting needed for a high-society party. She completely forgot about the autumn chill and grey skies outside as she admired the row of beautifully clipped miniature orange trees standing in terracotta pots beside the windows, and the lush greenery bursting out of containers artistically grouped together at intervals around the room. There were even a few small troughs of climbing vines trained up wooden trellises attached to the orangery walls. No doubt one of these had been the reason for Joe Fabbri’s hasty visit, although they all looked stable and secure enough to Poppy’s eye.
A string quartet played a series of classical favourites at one end of the long room, whilst a mixologist presided over a cocktail bar that had been set up at the other. The centre had been left clear as a space for guests to mingle, and there were clusters of people congregating there, helping themselves to champagne and canapés from the trays being offered by uniformed waiters. 
Poppy had never attended such a beautiful and glamorous event before, and for a moment she felt like Cinderella arriving at the ball. Then she came back down to earth with a thump when Hubert linked her arm in his. Her cousin was certainly no Prince Charming! He dragged her over to join the nearest group of guests and she couldn’t help squirming as he smugly introduced her as “Christelle Bellini”. When she had agreed to the favour, it had seemed fairly innocuous to take on an alias and pretend to be Hubert’s girlfriend, but now that she was here, she found that the deception made her very uncomfortable. 
Still, it’s just for one evening, she reminded herself. And nobody here knows the real me anyway—
Then her heart gave a lurch as she heard an incredulous chuckle followed by a deep male voice she recognised:
“I’m delighted to make your acquaintance, Christelle. D’you know, I have the strangest feeling that we’ve met before?”
Poppy looked up in dismay as a tall, dark-haired man stepped forwards from the back of the group and held a hand out to her, a gleam of amusement in his eyes. It was Nick Forrest, bestselling crime author… and mercurial neighbour, who lived right next door to Hollyhock Cottage and who owned a big orange tomcat named Oren.






  
  Chapter Four


Poppy stared at Nick, wondering how to reply. He was wearing a Victorian-style frock coat with a cravat and top hat. Hubert was wearing something similar and Poppy had secretly thought that her cousin looked rather silly, but now she had to admit that Nick somehow managed to make the period ensemble look suave and dashing. It was easy to see why he had been labelled “the sexy face of crime-writing”—although privately, Poppy thought his moody aura had more to do with his perpetual bad temper than anything else! Tonight, though, the crime author seemed to be in a rare good humour and he grinned wickedly as he waited for her answer. 
“I… um…” Poppy stammered. “I—”
“Hullo Nick, great to see you here… and who’s this lovely young lady that you’re monopolising?”
Poppy turned to see a small, balding man in his mid-fifties approach them. He was dressed in a pinstriped suit from the Edwardian era, and carried a gentleman’s cane. She recognised David Nowak from the photos she’d seen in the media. The businessman had an earnest, kindly face and a quiet, almost diffident manner, which made him seem more like a friendly librarian than a billionaire entrepreneur. He held a hand out to Poppy, looking at her curiously, and said:
“Welcome to my party. I’m David Nowak. I don’t believe we’ve been introduced?” 
Poppy found herself even more tongue-tied now, torn between wanting to blurt out the truth and feeling obliged to keep her word to Hubert and maintain the deception. She glanced at Nick; for a moment, she thought that he was going to expose her and a part of her was almost glad—it would have been a relief to stop the ridiculous charade—but after a barely perceptible moment of hesitation, Nick smiled and said smoothly:
“I don’t believe you have. I was only just becoming acquainted with… Christelle myself.”
“Christelle? That’s an unusual name,” said Nowak, shaking Poppy’s hand with a smile.  
“Yes, Christelle Bellini! Remember, I told you about her?” cried Hubert, thrusting himself forwards and grabbing Nowak’s hand, pumping it up and down vigorously. “Hubert Leach… we chatted at the last business association meeting… I own a property agency in Oxford and I specialise in development projects—”
“Ah, yes… I remember,” said Nowak, looking less than enthusiastic as he tried to extricate his hand from Hubert’s grasp. 
“Christelle is here as my date,” added Hubert, beaming. 
Poppy saw Nick raise his eyebrows, but he made no comment and, a moment later, his attention was claimed by a couple gushing about his books. 
Nowak turned pointedly back to Poppy. “Er… yes, I remember now. Mr Leach has told me a lot about you. Our backgrounds seem to align in many ways: you’re a self-made woman too, aren’t you, Miss Bellini? Mr Leach says that you purchased your first property at nineteen and were negotiating multiple development contracts within two years. Quite an accomplishment, I must say.” He looked at her with admiration. “It's very impressive to find such a young woman handling such a large property portfolio. Hubert says you have a string of properties around the south-east of England.”
Poppy’s mouth fell open. Hubert gave a nervous, high-pitched laugh and said quickly:
“Ah… ha-ha-ha… I did say she’s remarkable, didn’t I?”
“So tell me, Christelle, what strategy did you favour when you were starting out? Did you take more of a ‘buy to lease’ or ‘buy to sell’ approach?” asked Nowak earnestly. “I've always favoured ‘buy to sell’ myself—but of course, in a volatile market, especially in a recession, that can be disastrous. On the other hand, with leasing, you have the thorny problem of rental yields… although you only have to get to ten percent with rentals, of course, whereas I always aim for thirty percent with sales…” 
Poppy felt her eyes glazing over and she sent Hubert a dirty look. What had her cousin been saying to Nowak about her? Hubert swallowed audibly and hastily tried to change the subject.
“Oh, I'm sure Christelle’s portfolio is nothing compared to yours, Mr Nowak.” Hubert made a sweeping gesture with his hand. “And this must be the finest property of all. Magnificent, what you’ve done!”
“Thank you. Yes, this has been a project very close to my heart,” said Nowak, looking around and smiling. “In fact, it was seeing the
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