A Cultivated Corpse
 
The Jefferson Garden Club’s annual plant sale is just around the corner, but Hope Early and other members of the club are more focused on the garden restoration project at Ambrose House. The gorgeous landscaping promises to help return the stately old home to its former glory, but rumors are surfacing of unexplained delays and exorbitant costs. Then the club’s president is found dead amid signs of foul play, and Hope can’t ignore the uneasy feeling that the victim was silenced for something she knew about the renovations.
 
Certain that the solution to the murder is tied to the garden project and the club’s recent financial struggles, Hope begins to go through their books and uncovers more than mismatched numbers. A tangle of transactions points to an intricate embezzlement scheme, but before she can weed out who’s behind it, a local reporter chasing the same story is killed. It’s clear now that someone is dead-set on keeping the truth buried, and Hope will have to unearth a vital piece of evidence before the killer decides it’s time to bury her as well . . . 
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Chapter One
 
Hope Early breathed in the sweet grassy scent of late spring as she tipped the watering can over a pot of blooming petunias. She glanced up at the two hanging flowerpots flanking her porch steps. They were next in line for a drink. A warm breeze drifted across her porch, carrying with it the promise of a beautiful day in Jefferson, Connecticut. The painted wooden floorboards were still cool beneath her bare feet, and Bigelow, her loyal pup, lay sprawled on a wicker love seat, belly up and snoring.
Mornings like this were why she loved her routine, the quiet rhythm of tending the chicken coop, polishing posts for her food blog, Hope at Home, and baking something warm and comforting. The scent of cinnamon rolls lingered in the kitchen, where they cooled on wire racks, and her latest newsletter had just gone out to subscribers, another small joy checked off her list. Now it was time to indulge in a little porch therapy: watering her plants, sipping her second cup of coffee, and letting the world slow down.
At least for a moment.
“Yoo-hoo!”
Hope paused, water spilling over the edge of a ceramic pot. She shaded her eyes and looked toward the newly installed garden gate at the front of her property. There stood Meg Griffin, dressed in a floral dress, with a determined look on her face and what appeared to be a newspaper in her hand.
Hope’s blissful moment deflated. Meg never showed up unannounced unless she needed something.
“Good morning,” Hope called, managing a smile as Bigelow rolled upright and let out a half-hearted woof. “What brings you by so early in the morning?”
Meg held up a rolled copy of the Gazette, the local newspaper, like it was a baton in a victory lap. “Have you seen the paper yet?”
Hope, still holding her watering can, nodded. “I have. Drew did a great job on the write-up. Maggie must be over the moon.”
She’d known Maggie Shelby for years, but only recently joined the Jefferson Garden Club. Learning that Maggie loved winning as much as she loved flowers didn’t take long.
Hope had chuckled when she saw the headline: “Jefferson Garden Club President Takes Top Honors in Tulip Showdown.” Tulip Showdown. That had Drew’s flair for drama written all over it.
Meg unrolled the paper and tapped the front page with a manicured nail. “Top honors. Again. I swear, Maggie must bribe the judges with her lemon bars.”
Hope smiled, the kind she’d perfected over years of navigating Meg. “If she does, I wouldn’t mind the recipe. Though, we have to admit her flowers are beautiful. She has a green thumb.”
“I guess it helps that she has all day to lavish attention on her gardens, unlike the rest of us who actually work.”
“She’s retired after decades of teaching college,” Hope said.
Meg rolled her eyes. “Still, she has all day. I admit, I’m a little jealous. Especially these days.”
A low rumble drifted down the road, drawing their attention. A pickup truck rounded the corner onto Fieldstone Road. Meg lifted a hand in greeting as it passed, then watched it pull into the cleared lot across from Hope’s house.
“Well, I won’t keep you,” Meg said. “I can see you’re busy.”
Her voice trailed off as her gaze fixed on the watering can in Hope’s hand. One arched brow betrayed her regret at the word busy.
“I do have a full day ahead of me,” Hope said.
“As do I,” Meg added. “I’m meeting with the contractor. Just think, within a few months there’ll be a new house where my aunt’s used to be, and we’ll be neighbors.”
Hope turned back to her flowers, giving one of the hanging pots a gentle sprinkle. “I’m looking forward to baking you a pie to welcome you to the neighborhood.” She and Meg had a long, complicated history that started way back in grade school and a role in a school play. But that paled compared to Meg blaming Hope for her aunt’s house burning down, even though she wasn’t the arsonist.
Meg tilted her head, studying her. “Speaking of baking, I hope you haven’t forgotten about the plant sale. We’re counting on everyone to bring something for the concession stand. Also, don’t forget about the committee meeting later. I know it’s your first time as a new garden club member, so plan on it being short. They’ll just go over last-minute details. It shouldn’t take too long.”
Hope wiped her hands on her apron and faced her. “I haven’t forgotten about the meeting or the baked goods. I’m going to bake a double batch of lemon-lavender scones and shortbread cookies. I’ll bring everything by early tomorrow morning. I wouldn’t want to disappoint the club.”
Meg’s lips pressed together, clearly disappointed she hadn’t caught Hope off guard. “Well. Good. That’s . . . thorough of you.”
“I love a checklist,” Hope said with a pleasant smile. “I won’t keep you. I also have to get moving. I’ve got company arriving any minute.”
“Oh?” Meg’s eyebrows lifted with interest. She lingered for a moment longer, then gave a small wave and turned to cross the street, newspaper tucked under her arm and curiosity practically trailing behind her.
Hope watched her go, then glanced down at Bigelow, who gave a soft huff as if in agreement.
“Don’t worry,” she murmured, reaching down to scratch his ears. “We’ll survive being neighbors. I think.”
 
• • •
 
Hope had just set the final platter of cinnamon rolls on the patio table when she heard laughter approaching from around the side of the house. Claire led the way, her blond ponytail bouncing, followed by three women in matching pale green hoodies that read Delta Psi Haven—Sisterhood in Service in delicate script above a blooming garden of hand-drawn wildflowers.
“We have arrived,” Claire called, smiling at her sister as she waved her friends forward.
Hope stepped out from under the shade umbrella to greet them, her arms open. “Welcome, ladies! I’m so glad the weather cooperated. This patio is perfect for days like this.”
Introductions were made: Lorie with the infectious laugh, Marie with the camera slung over one shoulder, and Tish, who was tall, confident, and already eyeing the food with approval.
“This setup is beautiful,” Tish said, settling into a chair at the table with a deep sigh of appreciation. “And I already smell cinnamon. That’s got to be a good sign.”
The moment spring arrived in the northwestern corner of Connecticut, Hope wasted no time hauling the patio furniture out of the shed and filling her planters with cheerful bursts of color. She also rolled out her beloved stainless-steel grill, her go-to cooking companion from now until the leaves turned in late fall.
“You’re going to love my sister’s cinnamon rolls,” Claire said, gesturing toward the table. She’d spent weeks stressing over hosting her sorority sisters, but now she looked relaxed and genuinely excited. With her assistant managing her shop, Staged with Style, and her husband on duty for any teenage drama at home, she could fully focus on enjoying the weekend with her friends.
“Please have a seat and help yourselves,” Hope said, lifting the coffee carafe and making the rounds as her guests admired the spread with delighted murmurs. She’d prepared an asparagus quiche nestled in a flaky crust, a savory herb potato hash, and a side of crisp maple-glazed bacon. Each place setting included a glass of sparkling water with a twist of lemon, and for something sweet, she served a fresh berry medley and her homemade cinnamon rolls drizzled with vanilla glaze. As everyone filled their plates and poured glasses of lemonade and coffee, Hope said, “So, there’s so much for us to talk about,” as she served herself a slice of quiche and a spoonful of potato hash. She glanced at Claire with a teasing grin. “I want to hear all the stories about Claire’s college days. I’m talking about the ones my sister doesn’t want me to know about.”
The sorority sisters burst into laughter and, almost in unison, chimed, “Oh, we’ve got stories.”
Claire raised her hand. “Let’s not bore my sister with college tales.”
Tish took a sip of water, smiling. “Trust me, Hope, they’re anything but boring.”
Hope arched a brow. “Now I’m more curious. Spill.”
Claire cleared her throat pointedly, drawing everyone’s attention. “Sisters . . . remember the pact?”
Lorie, Marie, and Tish exchanged amused glances and gave solemn nods.
Hope narrowed her eyes as she reached for the berries. “What pact?”
“It’s basically our version of ‘what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas,’” Lorie said. “Only it’s ‘what happened in college stays in college.’”
Hope chuckled. “What on earth did you do? Bury a body?”
“If we did,” Claire said dryly, “I’m sure you’d be the one to find it.”
Marie leaned in with a smile. “Forget college, we want to hear about your investigations, Hope. Let’s start with what happened at that self-improvement retreat you both went to in January.”
While they enjoyed brunch, Hope shared a few highlights from her sleuthing adventures, though she was more interested in learning about her guests. All three women had attended Marston College, a small private school in Connecticut. Marie, like Claire, had majored in business management and now worked as a financial advisor. Lorie had studied communications and built a career in global marketing that often took her overseas. Tish had majored in psychology and, after a detour from academia, now worked as a nurse.
The time flew by, and soon the women were preparing for their next stop, which was a winery tour. As they began clearing the table, Poppy, Hope’s affectionate Rhode Island Red hen, fluttered up onto the stone wall edging the patio and perched there, clucking softly.
Hope smiled and stepped over to her. “Well, look who’s here for a visit.” She cradled the plump chicken, gently stroking her head as her guests pulled out their phones to snap photos.
“Okay, Poppy,” she murmured, “you stay put and I’ll be right back.” Hope set the hen down, gathered a stack of plates, and headed into the kitchen. At the sink, she washed her hands and called out, “Just leave everything on the counter. You don’t want to be late for the tour.”
“We’ve got a few minutes to help,” Tish offered, bringing in a tray.
“It’s the least we can do after that incredible meal,” Lorie added, setting the glasses beside the sink. “Your home is just beautiful. I have to admit, I’ve been following you on social media, and I love when you post photos of this place. And this floor—gorgeous!”
Hope beamed. The wide pumpkin pine boards were reclaimed from an old Vermont barn.
She made the trip north a few times a year, always hunting for treasures for her home or her blog.
“Tulip Showdown,” Tish said with a laugh, holding up the Gazette she’d picked up from the island. “Is the competition really that intense?”
“The Jefferson Garden Club members take all flower competitions seriously,” Claire said, joining her. “This weekend is the plant sale. It’s the club’s biggest fundraiser.”
“Of course you’re in the garden club,” Lorie said. “Your gardens are stunning.”
Claire fluttered her eyelashes and gave a modest shrug. “It’s a passion. And Hope finally joined too. I told her it was time to stop fussing over the house remodel and start giving the yard some love.”
“Honestly, there just aren’t enough hours in the day,” Hope said as she loaded the dishwasher.
“That’s what your trusty planner is for,” Lorie teased.
Hope glanced over her shoulder with a smile. Lorie clearly followed her blog; she even knew about the color-coded, three-ring binder that kept Hope’s life on track.
“I think someone has a stalker,” Marie joked, nudging Lorie as the group laughed.
Tish set the newspaper down. “So, tell us more about the plant sale.”
“It’s the garden club’s annual fundraiser,” Hope said, closing the dishwasher and starting the cycle. “There’ll be all kinds of plants to buy, baked goods, and a few seminars.”
“That sounds like the kind of thing Delta Psi Haven would support,” Tish said. “What do you think, sisters? I bet the club could use a few extra volunteers.”
“No, no, this is your weekend to relax,” Hope said, grabbing a cloth to wipe down the granite-topped island. “Not to work a plant sale. I’m sure you have more exciting plans than handing out petunias.”
“Community service and plants? Sounds like a perfect day to me,” Lorie said. “Plus, there’s going be baked goods.”
“Wait until you try what Hope’s baking for the sale,” Claire said, linking arms with Tish. “It’ll be worth the volunteer hours.”
“I’m in,” Marie said, slipping her arm through Tish’s other one. She looked to Lorie, who nodded and linked arms with her.
“Looks like the garden club just gained three new volunteers,” Marie said with a grin.
 
• • •
 
Before heading out to the plant sale committee meeting and to run errands, Hope tidied the kitchen and did a last sweep of the patio where she’d hosted the lovely breakfast for Claire’s sorority sisters. Over the years, she’d met them at events, but this was the first time she’d had a chance to really sit down with the tight-knit quartet. It was easy to see why they were still so close. She chuckled as she shut the patio door behind her, the matching hoodies were a charming touch.
She headed upstairs to change clothes, then dashed back down with minutes to spare. Now dressed in an aqua blue T-shirt and coordinating cardigan, Hope settled at the kitchen table with Princess, her spoiled white cat, nestled in her arms. Her laptop was open and ready for the video meeting with HearthLife, a home products brand she’d collaborated with for the past couple of years. She loved their products and enjoyed sharing them with her followers. Today’s agenda was to finalize ideas for a limited-edition apron collection for the upcoming holiday season.
By the time the HearthLife team appeared on-screen, Princess had leapt from Hope’s lap in search of a more comfortable spot to nap. The meeting kicked off with a flurry of ideas, and although Hope was comfortable working with brands, thanks to her background in magazine publishing and running her blog, designing a product line was unfamiliar territory. Still, she was tickled pink. A collection of five aprons, inspired by the ones her mother used to wear, was coming to life.
When the meeting ended, she glanced at her watch. It was time to head out. She grabbed her tote bag, which held her planner filled with the day’s to-do list, and slipped into her sneakers on the way through the mudroom. In the garage, she hopped into her Explorer and backed out of the driveway, pausing to admire the white picket fence. It framed the yard and hinted at future garden beds to come. She hated to admit it, but Claire had been right about getting outside and tending to the property. It had been good for her. With three acres to shape, Hope was creating a peaceful retreat from the sometimes harsh realities of the world.
Within minutes, she was cruising down Jefferson’s charming Main Street. The sidewalks bustled with shoppers, and the air buzzed with early weekend energy. It was a perfect spring day to take off work and wander through town. Known for its abundance of antique shops, Jefferson attracted collectors from across New England. Between the antique stores, Hope passed boutiques, a yarn shop, a pet accessory shop, a bookstore, and other local gems, nestled among historic homes and the town’s historical society.
She found a parking spot and grabbed her tote that held the giveaway packages for her newsletter subscribers. Her first stop was the Town Meeting Hall for the committee meeting. Right after, she’d head to the post office to mail those packages.
The white building, with its broad front steps and simple columns, had stood watch over Main Street since the town’s earliest days. Though official town business had long since moved elsewhere, the building still hummed with life, hosting club gatherings, fundraisers, and the sort of community events that kept the town stitched together.
Entering the building, Hope heard voices drifting down from the second floor, where the garden club always met. She went upstairs, following the sound into the meeting room, where several members were already seated around a long table.
Maggie Shelby, the club’s president, stood at the head, folders and a clipboard lined up with military precision. Trim and composed, with naturally graying hair and little jewelry beyond a wedding band and watch, she looked ready to move things along. To her right sat Libby MacMillan, the vice president, dressed in a brightly patterned blouse and cream-colored trousers, her pen hovering over an open journal.
Across from Libby, Sally Merrifield wore a tight, worried expression. There was no one better suited for the role of club treasurer. A former head librarian, Sally had spent years managing budgets and tracking details with meticulous care before retiring to run her family’s inn, along with her sister-in-law, Jane. Frugal by nature and precise by habit, she knew every line item by heart. Yet this past year had tested even her steady hand. The garden restoration at Ambrose House, the club’s most ambitious project to date, was underway and costly.
“Hope’s here now, so we can start,” Maggie said, gesturing to an empty chair.
As Hope sat, Sally cleared her throat. “Before we do, I just want to flag something about the Ambrose House garden restoration.” She glanced down at her notes. “Some of the recent expenses seem . . . higher than expected. If we’re going to be ready by autumn and the Fall into Jefferson event, I think we should take a closer look.”
The room went quiet.
Maggie’s smile stayed in place, but it sharpened at the edges. “That project isn’t on today’s agenda, Sally. We’re focusing on the spring plant sale today.”
Libby looked up. “She’s just asking a reasonable question. If costs are climbing—”
“We can discuss it later,” Maggie cut in. “Right now, our priority is the plant sale. It funds everything else.” She flipped open her clipboard. “Let’s stay on track.”
Libby pressed her lips together, but she said nothing. Sally lowered her gaze, her concern unresolved.
Hope shifted in her chair, unease settling in. Whatever was happening at Ambrose House, it clearly would not be discussed. At least not today.
 
• • •
 
The room emptied quickly once the meeting adjourned, chairs scraping softly against the floor as members gathered their bags and hurried out. Hope lingered, thumbs flying as she skimmed new comments on her blog, replying to a reader asking about herb substitutions.
By the time she slipped her phone into her tote, Maggie was the only other person left. She stacked the remaining folders with brisk efficiency, slid them into her bag, and reached for her coat.
“I honestly don’t know what Libby’s problem is lately,” Maggie said as they headed toward the door. “It feels like no matter what I say, she pushes back.”
Hope smiled mildly. “I thought you handled it well. You kept the meeting moving.”
“I have to,” Maggie replied. “If I hadn’t, we’d still be sitting there debating line items.” She gave a short laugh. “Years of teaching college cured me of letting discussions wander. Stay on topic or lose control of the room.”
They stepped into the hallway, their footsteps echoing faintly.
“And the Ambrose House garden?” Hope asked. “It seems like it’s coming along.”
“It is,” Maggie said, though she hesitated just a beat. “There’ve been some delays, but not all of them are work-related.” She sighed. “I’ve had to meet more than once with Sylvie.”
“The designer?”
“Yes. Talented, but very . . . modern.” Maggie’s mouth thinned. “That garden needs to look the way Mim Ambrose intended it. The bones, the plantings, the feel. That’s not something I’m willing to compromise on.”
They reached the exit and Maggie pushed open the heavy door. “Some things,” she added, almost to herself, “are worth insisting on.”
Hope stepped outside beside her, the spring air cool against her skin, Maggie’s words lingering longer than they should have.
 
• • •
 
Her next stop after leaving the Town Meeting Hall was the post office, a blink-and-you-miss-it errand. From there, she turned toward Coffee Clique to pick up a latte for Ethan Cahill, taking the route that led her to the Village Diner. She looked forward to surprising her fiancé with a coffee, just like old times. Late last year, he had stepped down as police chief to spend more time with his daughters, now in his full custody. But private sector work demanded more travel than he’d expected, pulling him away more than he liked. With the town still struggling to find a replacement and Ethan missing the work more than he cared to admit, he’d returned to his old post. She’d supported his decision to leave the JPD at the time, but deep down she’d known it was where he belonged. Having him back as police chief just felt . . . right.
Her sense of calm shattered when the diner’s front door slammed open and Maggie Shelby stormed out, trailed by a furious Libby MacMillan.
“You really think you control everything, Maggie?” Libby shouted. Gone was her mild demeanor. Her face was tight with rage, her voice sharp enough to turn heads on the sidewalk. She darted in front of Maggie, forcing her to a halt. “I’m sick of your power trips.”
“As long as I’m president of the garden club, I do control everything.” Maggie planted a hand on her hip and lifted her chin. Tall and poised, her sleek gray bob glinting in the sunlight, she stood her ground with practiced authority.
“You won’t be president much longer,” Libby hissed.
Maggie let out a dry laugh. “Do you honestly think you’re the first to threaten me? And yet, here I am—reelected, year after year.”
Libby stepped closer, her voice low and sharp. “Even the most pampered blooms can wither overnight, Maggie. Especially when someone finally picks up the shears.”

Chapter Two
 
Sally Merrifield and Mitzi Madison stepped out of the diner just in time to catch Libby’s veiled threat. Both women looked displeased, and neither hesitated to voice their disapproval.
“Libby! That’s not how we resolve things in the club,” Sally said, moving away from the door. “A little decorum wouldn’t hurt.”
“You need to cool off,” Mitzi added, brightening when she noticed Hope. “And for the record, most of the members support your idea for a butterfly garden.”
“Why are you coming after me?” Libby snapped. “She’s the one too full of herself to admit when someone else has a good idea.”
Maggie let out a sharp laugh. “When I hear a good idea, I’ll let you know.” She turned on her heel and marched off.
Libby huffed. “That woman!” Then she stomped away in the opposite direction.
Hope approached the others. “What in the world was that about? I thought you all were just going to get coffee?”
“That was the plan.” Mitzi glanced around, color creeping into her cheeks as she noticed people lingering nearby, pretending not to stare. She cleared her throat. “When I agreed to meet here, I didn’t expect our coffee date to turn into an all-out war. Those two need a time-out just like my grandchildren.”
“What happened?” Hope asked.
“Libby brought up the butterfly garden again, and once again, Maggie shut it down,” Sally said with a sigh. “We simply can’t afford to take on anything else until we finish the Ambrose House project.”
“We did try to reason with Libby,” Mitzi said, shaking her head. She glanced at Hope with a knowing look. As Hope’s neighbor and longtime garden mentor, she was no stranger to the club’s politics.
“It seemed like more than just a disagreement over a garden,” Hope said, watching Sally closely. Her usually composed expression had shifted, and there was something heavier behind her eyes now. “Sally, is there something else going on between them?”
Sally hesitated, and Mitzi jumped in. “There’s always been drama between those two. But nothing quite like this. I just hope it doesn’t spill over into the plant sale tomorrow. The club needs every dollar we can raise right now. We can’t let personal grievances get in the way.”
“Are the club’s finances that bad off?” Over the past few months, Hope had found her rhythm within the club—attending meetings, volunteering, and bonding with fellow garden enthusiasts—and she now felt comfortable asking about its finances.
“They’re . . . tight,” Sally said. “And as I tried to bring up at the meeting, the Ambrose House restoration is running over budget. That’s not unusual for projects like this, but I’m worried that the grants from the town and state might not cover the difference.” She pressed her lips into a tight line. “Please, Hope, this stays between us for now.”
“The members deserve to know,” Hope said.
“They will,” Mitzi assured her, patting Hope’s arm. “We will address everything at the next meeting. But for now, we need to focus on the plant sale.”
“And pray Maggie and Libby don’t stage another scene like that one tomorrow,” Sally muttered.
Joseph Gaines, another member of the garden club, strode toward them from the direction of the General Store, his mouth flattened into a thin line and eyes narrowed beneath the brim of his sun-faded ball cap. Tall and broad-shouldered, he carried the kind of physical presence that made people instinctively clear a path. A canvas tote hung from one shoulder, and his gardening gloves stuck out of his back pocket like a well-worn badge. There was no trace of his usual good humor, just a grim line to his mouth and the kind of look that said he’d seen something he didn’t like. When he reached the group, he nodded, his gaze flicking in the direction Maggie had stormed off.
“Saw the tail end of that little blowup,” he said, nodding toward the diner. “Typical Maggie, stirring up trouble and acting like she’s queen of the club.”
“How do you know it was Maggie’s fault?” Hope asked. She kept her tone light, but after what Maggie had said, she wasn’t so sure she deserved the blame.
“It’s always Maggie,” he said flatly.
Sally glanced around uneasily. “Joseph—”
“Oh, don’t start, Sally. You all saw those tulips last week. No way she grew those herself. Not with the blight we’ve had, and certainly not with her lazy excuse for soil. I know for a fact she bought those bulbs pre-sprouted from that fancy grower out of state, and that means she broke the contest rules plain and simple.”
Hope blinked. “Are you sure? Breaking the rules doesn’t sound like Maggie Shelby.”
“I don’t say things I’m not sure of.” His eyes burned with quiet fury. “She may have strutted around with that blue ribbon, but she’s not getting away with it. She’s going to pay for it, you can count on that.”
Without waiting for a response, he turned on his heel and strode off, leaving the women exchanging uneasy glances.
“Those two have butted heads more times than I can count. Joseph lost the competition by one vote and he hasn’t let it go.” Sally adjusted the strap of her purse on her shoulder.
“Either Joseph has an issue with a woman being a better gardener than him,” Mitzi said with a mischievous grin, “or, and I hesitate to say this, he’s a little smitten with Maggie.”
Hope and Sally both gave her blank looks.
“Oh, come on! Don’t look at me that way. There’s something there. Sparks, tension, at least on his side,” Mitzi insisted.
“That’s preposterous,” Sally said, shaking her head. “Maggie’s a married woman. Cameron adores her and provides quite well.”
Mitzi lifted a brow. “Is he even around these days?”
Hope glanced between them, trying not to feel like a town gossip and failing. “Why? Has something happened?”
“You haven’t heard? He went back to work,” Mitzi said, lowering her voice. “He told Gilbert that he was bored to tears sitting around. Tried golf. Hated it. Meanwhile, Maggie’s always in her greenhouse or garden.”
“Even so,” Sally huffed, “your suggestion that Joseph has a crush on Maggie is ridiculous. He may be difficult, but he wouldn’t cross that line.”
Now Mitzi gave her a blank look.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake. Joseph and Jeffrey play cards every week. And Joseph’s seeing someone,” Sally blurted out and then winced, as if realizing she’d just added fuel to the rumor mill.
“Really? Who?” Mitzi asked.
“I have no idea. And frankly, it’s none of our business.” Sally brushed invisible lint from her sleeve. “Anyway, I need to get back to the inn and then I’m off to Ambrose House.” She turned and walked away.
“I should get going too,” Hope said. “I’m heading to the PD to see Ethan.”
Mitzi beamed. “It’s good having him back at the helm. I sleep better at night. Tell him I said hello and I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
• • •
 
Hope stepped into the Coffee Clique to pick up two lattes to go. The shop hummed with quiet conversation and the rich scent of coffee, a familiar comfort she hadn’t realized she needed.
Near the front windows, she spotted Jane Merrifield rising from a table with a group of friends, empty cups in hand. Jane, a lively seventy-something in blue slacks and a matching cardigan over a floral blouse, caught sight of her and lit up.
“Hope, dear,” she called, waving her over before breaking away from the group. “How did the garden club meeting go?” Her blue eyes sparkled with curiosity as she reached for Hope’s arm, her grip warm and eager. She was clearly hoping for a bit of gossip.
“It was . . . well, a meeting,” Hope said, lowering her voice. “But what happened outside the diner afterward was far more interesting.”
Jane’s expression brightened. “Oh, do tell.”
She guided Hope to a nearby table as her friends passed by with cheerful goodbyes.
“Sally mentioned they were heading to the diner. This happened as they were leaving,” Hope said, recounting what she had seen between Libby, Maggie, and Joseph. She shook her head. “I thought joining the club would be relaxing.”
Jane laughed softly. “You should have known better, dear. There’s always a bit of drama in these groups.”
“Are Maggie and Libby always like that?”
“You’d have to ask Sally,” Jane replied. “She knows them better than I do. Though I am friendly with Libby’s husband, Randall. He’s in my book club. A very mild man. I suppose he balances her out.”
She smiled, then glanced at her petite watch. “Speaking of book club, I still have reading to finish, and the kitchen garden at the inn won’t tend itself.”
“Don’t let me keep you,” Hope said, standing. “I need to grab a couple of lattes for me and Ethan.”
“Give him my love,” Jane said, gathering her purse. “And perhaps I’ll see you at the plant sale, if I can slip away from the inn.” She leaned in slightly. “I do hope I can. I’ll bring popcorn.” She gave a playful wink before heading out.
Hope watched her go, smiling. Jane had a way of making even ordinary moments feel special.
“Hope?” a voice called from the counter. “Ready to order?”
She turned back, already reaching for her wallet. “Two lattes, please.”
 
• • •
 
Hope left the Coffee Clique with her order and retraced her steps along Main Street toward the police department. The brick building stood like a sentinel, solid and reassuring. Inside, the ever-cheerful dispatcher, Charlie, greeted her with a wave and buzzed her through the secured door.
She moved down the corridor, the scent of fresh coffee wafting upward as her heels clicked softly on the linoleum. Ethan’s office door was open. Stepping into the room, she found him seated behind his desk, with an open folder and head down.
Dressed in uniform, he looked every bit the hometown hero. It struck her, just like it used to in high school, how natural a uniform looked on him. Back then, it had been shoulder pads and the team jersey. Now, it was the real thing: polished badge, crisp shirt, and an authority that suited him even more.
His dark-as-coal hair was a little shorter than it had been in school, but the intensity in his eyes hadn’t changed. They still had a way of cutting through the noise and settling on what mattered. And right now, they’d settled on her. And just like that—zap—that same spark flared to life.
Hope giggled, catching herself. She was acting like a giddy teenager.
“I wasn’t expecting to see you until tonight,” Ethan said, pushing aside the file in front of him. “But I’m glad you’re here. I could use a coffee break.”
Hope stepped further into the office and handed him a cup—his usual, mocha latte—while cradling her own chocolate hazelnut latte. “Hope I’m not interrupting,” she said, nodding toward the open file.
“Nothing that can’t wait a few minutes.” He leaned back in his chair, relaxing into the moment. His office overlooked Main Street and, while functional with a desk, a small conference table, and a well-worn sofa, it had touches of warmth with hanging plants in two corners and a framed photo on the credenza of the two of them with his daughters, Molly and Becca, taken at the fall fair.
“What have you been up to?” he asked. “How did breakfast go with Claire and her sorority sisters?”
Hope dropped her tote by the chair and took a seat across from him. “Good. They are great and went for a winery tour. Then I went to the final plant sale committee meeting. But, it’s what just happened that is crazy. I’d just left the post office, and when I got to the diner, Maggie and Libby stormed out. Full-on confrontation mode.” She launched into a recap of what she’d seen and heard, including Joseph’s dramatic accusation. “I still can’t wrap my head around it,” she finished. “Cheating in a tulip contest? It sounds absurd. I don’t even know how Maggie could have pulled that off.”
“They sound like passionate people when it comes to gardening.” Ethan took a grateful sip of his beverage. “As long as they don’t break any laws, it’s not a police matter.”
Hope sat across from him, still amused. “You didn’t see the look Libby gave Maggie. If looks could prune, Maggie would be mulch by now.”
Ethan chuckled, then stretched his arms before folding them behind his head. “You sure you want to be part of all that? The garden club sounds more like a reality show than a hobby group.”
She rolled her eyes playfully. “I can handle it. Besides, when have I ever not had too much on my plate?”
“That’s what worries me,” he said, though his tone was more teasing than stern.
“Well, for starters, the cookbook’s turned in,” she said, ticking things off on her fingers. “I’m funneling my energy back into the blog. And I’ve got three glorious acres just begging to be transformed into gardens. I’m starting small, I promise.”
“Things really are different now, huh?”
She smiled. “They are. We’re engaged. I’m launching a new career. And you’re back here at JPD.”
He glanced out the window for a beat, then back at her. “Honestly? Coming back to the force was the best decision I’ve made in a long time. The hours are manageable, the girls are thriving, and Heather’s in a job she loves. She’s been steady with her visits too.”
Hope knew the road hadn’t been easy. Ethan’s ex-wife had gone through a rough patch, one that forced him to seek full custody of their daughters. But Heather had fought to turn things around and, by all accounts, she had.
“I’m really glad to hear that,” Hope said. “You seem more like yourself again.”
“Private sector work sounded good on paper,” he said, shaking his head. “But being an investigator for Matt was like working three cases at once every day. I missed being a cop. Missed the people. Even missed this office.”
They shared a quiet smile, the kind that came with a shared past and deep understanding.
“Things are good,” Hope added, sitting up straighter, “I have that new deal with HearthLife. I’m so excited that their team is coming for a meeting at the house.”
“They’re the apron people, right?” Ethan asked.
“Yes, they’re the home goods brand I’ve been working with for a couple of years. I’ll be doing the styling on a limited-edition apron line for Christmas gifts and some of the design input.”
For the next ten minutes, they chatted about the weekend. They were torn between hiking near Lindley Pond or having a slow Sunday breakfast on the porch. But when Ethan’s phone buzzed with a reminder, he sighed and leaned back in his chair.
“I was really looking forward to that hike,” he said. “But I’ve got to knock out these performance reviews. HR wants them on their desk Monday morning, and I’ve got five to finish.”
Hope’s smile dimmed. “I understand. Duty calls.”
“I owe the team my full attention on these,” he said, giving her hand a quick squeeze. “How about we have breakfast together Sunday before you disappear into your dirt and dahlias.”
“Sounds like a plan.” She stood and gathered her tote. “The weather’s supposed to be gorgeous, and I’ve got a few new garden beds begging for attention.”
“Your place is going to look incredible when you’re done,” Ethan said, watching her with a half grin.
Hope opened the door but paused in the frame. “Let’s hope I can say the same about the Ambrose beds. I’m heading over there now to get some progress photos for the club’s website. You know, Mims Ambrose founded the Jefferson Garden Club, right?”
“You’ve mentioned it a few times. And look at you, official social media maven of the Jefferson Garden Club.”
She winked. “Someone’s got to make petunias and paving stones go viral.”
With a smile, she slipped out, the door clicking quietly shut behind her. She made her way through the building and stepped out into the sunshine, which followed her down Main Street toward Ambrose House, warming her shoulders and her mood. It was the kind of spring afternoon that put an easy bounce in her step and made the future feel full of possibility.

Chapter Three
 
Hope didn’t rush the walk from the police department to Ambrose House. She wanted to soak up as much of the delightful day as possible. Finally, Ambrose House came into view. Positioned on the corner of Main Street and Evergreen Lane, its weathered cedar shingles were silvered with age and softened by time. A classic saltbox design, the house featured a steeply sloped roof that pitched low in the back, and a sturdy central chimney that rose from the center of the structure. The symmetrical front façade held hand-blown glass panes, a wide-planked front door painted a soft colonial blue and a placard designating its historic significance to Jefferson.
When Hope reached the house, she made her way to the once-beautiful wrought-iron garden gate tucked beside a large sugar maple. Now, ivy had overgrown its ornate scrollwork and the gate was rusted and askew on its hinges.
Beyond the gate lay the overgrown remains of what had once been Mims’s pride and joy, a terraced garden, now being brought back to life by dedicated volunteers. The gravel path was barely visible beneath creeping vines and spring’s early weeds, but with the restoration underway, there was a sense of hope blooming just beneath the surface. A half-buried stone marker near the gate bore a faint inscription: “In every garden, a story.”
“Hey, Hope.” Whitney Pelham, the Gazette’s receptionist-turned-budding-reporter, appeared from around the corner as if propelled by pure energy.
Hope jumped, hand to her chest. “Whitney
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