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      The salted caramels smelt like a campfire.

      They were not meant to.

      I whipped the saucepan off the stove and peered at the mixture. It had gone past golden, past amber, and straight into a very unappetising shade that could only be described as charred despair.

      Mongrel lifted his head inside his carrier and made an enquiring sound. I had brought him to the shop that morning on the theory that my presence might help with his socialisation. So far his socialisation consisted of glowering from behind his wire door and occasionally hissing at the coffee machine.

      “Don’t judge me,” I told him. “Anyone can lose track of a thermometer for one tiny moment.”

      The thermometer needle sat smugly at the far end of the dial.

      I turned off the gas and stared at the pot. I considered, for the briefest second, whether I could rebrand the batch as Smoked Salted Caramels. Then the mixture gave a little burp, and a dark bubble broke on the surface.

      “Right,” I said. “That’s a no.”

      I carried the saucepan to the sink, filled it with water and left the ruined caramel to think about its choices. The shop felt too quiet without the gentle bubble of a successful batch. I glanced at the clock.

      The bell over the door gave a soft jingle, and I looked up to find Munroe stepping in, doing up the second button of his jacket. He had the slightly harried look of a man on his way to somewhere he would rather not be, which for Munroe usually meant a property inspection with a client who wanted a beach view hundreds of kilometres from the nearest beach.

      “Morning,” he said, and then his nose wrinkled. “Is something on fire, or is that a new range?”

      “Smoked Salted Caramels,” I said. “Limited edition. Very exclusive. I’ve decided to only make them by accident.”

      He laughed, that easy laugh that still caught me off guard sometimes, because I remembered how carefully the boy he used to be had guarded it. He came around the counter and peered into the sink, where the ruined batch sat scowling up at us through a film of water.

      “That bad?”

      “Charred despair,” I said. “I’ve left it to reflect on what it’s done.”

      “Cruel, but fair.” He straightened and looked at me properly then, taking in the flour-dusted apron and what I suspected was a smudge of cocoa somewhere on my cheek. “You’ve been here since dawn haven’t you?”

      “The fair waits for no chocolatier.”

      “No,” he agreed. “But the chocolatier is allowed to look up occasionally.” He reached out and rubbed his thumb once along my cheekbone, coming away with a dark smear of cocoa. He showed it to me with great seriousness. “You were wearing your product.”

      “It’s a branding strategy.”

      Mongrel chose that moment to voice his opinion of the visitor, a low ginger rumble from inside the carrier.

      “I can’t stay,” Munroe said. “I’ve got the Prewitt place at nine.” He rolled his eyes. “But I wanted to check you hadn’t run yourself into the ground before the fair even starts. You have a way of forgetting to eat anything that isn’t ninety per cent cocoa.”

      “That’s a food group,” I said. “It’s on the pyramid. Bottom corner.”

      “Of course it is.” He picked up one of the good pralines from the sample tray and popped it in his mouth, closing his eyes for a second in a way that made me absurdly pleased. “Right. That’s my breakfast sorted.” He backed towards the door, pointing at me. “Eat something. Burn nothing. I’ll find you at the fair.”

      “Bring me marshmallows and I’ll consider forgiving you for leaving,” I said.

      “Done.” The bell jingled again, and he was gone, jacket swinging.

      The shop felt warmer for his having passed through it, which was a ridiculous thing to think about a man and a doorway, and I thought it anyway. Then I gave myself a small shake and got back to work.

      If I wanted to have anything presentable for the Brambly Vale Gnome & Garden Fair, I needed to stop cremating things and start measuring properly.

      At least the cocoa didn’t burn.

      Two large silver tins sat on the bench, waiting like well-behaved students. They were the special order tins that my supplier sent when I requested extra for events. The labels were blank, ready for my shop branding. The fair organisers had asked if I would donate cocoa for the Historical Society’s hot chocolate stall. I had agreed before remembering that my measuring skills became unreliable when distracted by gnomes.

      Brambly Vale had many charming traditions. Some were more charming than others. The gnome one teetered on the edge.

      I fetched my scales and opened the big sack of my darkest cocoa. The powder looked rich and promising against the stainless steel. The smell that rose was deep and familiar, calming in a way that burnt sugar definitely was not.

      Carefully, I spooned cocoa into the tin on the scale until the numbers reached the right mark, then levelled the surface with the back of the spoon. I used my thumb to smooth the edge, admiring the way the cocoa sat in a perfect, dark disc.

      “You, at least, understand me,” I said.

      Mongrel gave a snort from the carrier and retreated further into his blanket.

      I pressed one of my Cocoa Narel logo stickers on the front of the tin, then picked up a thick black marker and wrote along the bottom in clear letters: Extra Dark 90%.

      It looked bold and important, which was good. If one couldn’t be a serious person, one’s cocoa could be.

      I started on the second tin, weighing and tapping the scale until it matched the first. Outside on the highway a truck whooshed past, making the front windows shiver slightly. The shop had not opened yet, but I had turned the front lights on for company. The Double Fudge feature wall glowed a very satisfying chocolate shade.

      My gnome planter sat near the counter, right where passing drivers would see it if they glanced in. Lettie had helped me choose it. It was a tub with a small gnome leaning against the side, holding a miniature watering can with an expression of cheerful expectation. I liked him. He looked as if he believed herbs would grow for him on principle.

      I had dutifully gone through all the official channels and registered him under Municipal Ordinance 47-B, naming him Sir Nigel Nibble of the Cocoa Wall. I had thought it was quite a dignified name. Apparently I had been wrong. According to certain people, dignity required more gravelly consonants.

      The bell over the door jingled.

      I looked up, marker in hand, and my heart did a strange little tap dance at the sight of Enid Grudge striding in. When Enid entered anywhere, the atmosphere organised itself out of reflex.

      She wore her usual council outfit, a neat jacket and skirt in a serious fabric that didn’t know how to wrinkle. Her steel-grey hair was pulled back with such precision that I sometimes wondered if it had a roster system. At her shoulder moved Bartholomew Snodgrass-Thistlebottom, cradling a clipboard as if it were a particularly delicate gnome.

      They both brought the faint tang of crisp morning air in with them.

      “Narel,” Enid said. “We are here in connection with the Brambly Vale Gnome & Garden Fair.”

      Of course they were.

      I wiped my cocoa-dusted fingers on a cloth and came around the counter. “Good morning, Enid. Good morning, Bartholomew,” I said. “You’re out early.”

      “Compliance has no clock,” Enid said.

      Bartholomew made a small note on his clipboard, as if she had said something quotable.

      Mongrel gave an offended growl from his carrier. Enid’s gaze travelled to the box, took in the small mesh door and the faint ginger shape within, and then moved on. If Mongrel had been a gnome, she would have asked to see his paperwork.

      “We’re inspecting fair contributions,” she said. “Particularly any public displays involving garden ornaments. There has been talk of improvisations.”

      Her mouth compressed slightly on the last word.

      “Improvisations,” Bartholomew repeated, and wrote it down.

      I had a sudden image of someone glueing a tiny umbrella to a registered gnome and waking up to find a statutory declaration on their doormat.

      “I’m only donating cocoa,” I said. “No ornaments. Although my backdrop is the Double Fudge wall, if paint colours require registration these days.”

      Bartholomew didn’t smile, but something in his posture lifted at the mention of ornaments. “We are also ensuring that existing gnomes visible from fair traffic routes are in full compliance,” he said. “There will be an influx of visitors. It is important that Brambly Vale presents a united ornamental front.”

      His gaze landed on my planter. I resisted the urge to throw a tea towel over Sir Nigel.

      Enid’s attention had already locked onto him. “Narel, this gnome is within viewing distance of the highway. Have you lodged Form 47-B for his placement and name?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I keep the certificate here.”

      I hurried behind the counter, pulled out the fat plastic folder where I stored all the important documents that I didn’t trust to my email, and flicked through until I found the right piece of paper. It had the council crest at the top and several boxes filled in with my careful writing.

      I handed it over.

      Enid took the certificate, examined it, and nodded once.

      “Registered as Sir Nigel Nibble of the Cocoa Wall,” she read. “Location described as adjacent to shop counter, south-east quadrant, visible from highway.”

      Bartholomew leant forward to read over her shoulder. His eyebrows rose a fraction. He looked at the planter, then at the certificate again. “It is within the margin,” he said. “We should confirm.”

      From his jacket pocket he produced a small stainless steel ruler. I had seen detectives do less precise things with evidence bags.

      He crouched beside the planter, set the end of the ruler exactly against the skirting board, and measured the distance to the centre of the gnome’s little boots. The tip of his tongue rested thoughtfully against the inside of his cheek while he worked.

      “The last recorded distance in the ledger,” he said, glancing down at his clipboard, “is forty-two point five centimetres.”

      He checked his ruler again.

      “Currently forty-two point six,” he said. He wrote on his sheet with an air of deep satisfaction. “Variance negligible.”

      I let out the breath I had not realised I was holding. It appeared Sir Nigel had not been wandering in the night.

      Enid handed me back the certificate, but her focus had shifted from distance to diction. “Sir Nigel Nibble,” she said. “It is whimsical.”

      “I thought that was the point,” I said. “The ordinance mentions whimsy.”

      She inclined her head. “Whimsy within the context of heritage and gravitas,” she said. “Names should evoke the noble origins of the gnome tradition in this region. The Great Gnome Dust-Up of 1859 didn’t involve anyone called Nigel.”

      Bartholomew nodded. “Flat names cause ornamental drift. We have statistics.”

      I didn’t know quite what ornamental drift was, but it sounded like something that would keep Bartholomew awake at night. “I like Sir Nigel,” I said. “He feels like a Nigel. I did consider Steve for a moment, but I knew that would be frowned upon.”

      Enid’s hand tightened on her folder. “Steve is not an acceptable gnome name under any circumstances. We have been very clear about this.”

      Bartholomew tapped his pen against his clipboard. “Names with earth-connected consonants test better. Th, br, gn. You cannot build municipal culture on Steve.”

      He looked at my planter again. “A name such as Thornwick or Mossbottom would carry more appropriate weight,” he said. “Thornwick of the Cocoa Wall. Mossbottom of the Fudge Quadrant. Either would be preferable.”

      I pictured my cheerful little gnome trying to answer to Thornwick. He didn’t look like a Thornwick. Thornwicks wielded axes and wore battle scars. Sir Nigel held a watering can and seemed delighted by parsley. “If I change his name, do I have to submit another form?”

      Enid nodded solemnly. “Of course. A gnome is a registered entity. The records must match reality. However, we do allow a once-off name correction period of thirty days after initial submission.”

      “You are still within the window,” Bartholomew said. “Barely. We would be pleased to assist with a more robust choice.”

      He looked genuinely eager. I suspected that helping someone choose a more historically resonant name ranked very high on his list of enjoyable tasks.

      “I will consider it,” I said. “At the moment my brain is full of cocoa percentages, but I promise I will give Sir Nigel some thought.”

      Enid seemed content with that. “The fair display must also comply,” she said. “The council has scheduled a pathway of registered gnomes along the main thoroughfare. No casual additions will be tolerated.”

      “I’m only bringing cocoa,” I said again. “No gnomes. I don’t have a portable gnome licence.”

      “If your logo features gnomes,” Bartholomew said, “we will require image references. The influence of fictional unregistered gnomes on municipal cohesion is something we are monitoring.”

      “I promise there are no gnomes on my wrappers,” I said. “Only cocoa beans and a whisk.”

      Mongrel gave a small huff. The conversation had gone on too long without mentioning food.

      Bartholomew jotted something down, then looked back at me. “We have you listed as supplying two tins of cocoa. Have they been labelled for the event?”

      “Almost,” I said. “I’m just finishing.” I gestured to the tins on the bench.

      “Good,” Enid said. “A clear label helps patrons make informed beverage choices. It also assists in traceability should there be any complaints.”

      I tried not to picture my logo in the background of a televised investigation about overheated urns.

      The doorbell jingled again, this time with the enthusiastic jangle that meant someone had pushed both sides of the door at once.

      A swirl of floral perfume arrived first. Then Ottoline Frostwick appeared through the doorway, bringing silk scarf tails, jangling bracelets and a tote bag.

      I had seen her around town, usually at the front of any gathering that involved a podium. She ran the Historical Society and seemed to have an unlimited supply of scarves and brochures. She also ran the local karate dojo. I looked at her bulging muscles and reminded myself to stay on her good side.

      “Narel,” she said. “Thank you for fitting me in. I know you must be flat out with fair preparations.”

      “Come in,” I said. “I’m just finishing your cocoa.”

      She stepped aside to let the door close behind her, the coloured ends of her scarf trailing. “I knew you would have it all under control. The committee is very grateful. A Historical Society stall serving hot chocolate by Cocoa Narel will be a highlight. It adds such a sense of refinement.”

      Enid inclined her head. “We were just discussing compliance.”

      Ottoline afforded her a bright smile. “Of course you were. We rely on the committee to keep our gnome heritage in safe hands.”

      Bartholomew drew himself up a little taller. “We endeavour to meet expectations.”

      Ottoline turned her attention to the bench, where the two tins sat side by side. “May I?”

      “Sure,” I said. “This one is already labelled.”

      I slid the finished tin forward. The logo gleamed, and the words Extra Dark 90% stood out in bold marker.

      Ottoline lifted it, testing the weight as if she were judging a bowling ball. “Lovely. There is something very satisfying about a heavy tin of cocoa. It feels trustworthy.”

      She set it down and picked up the second, turning it so she could see the empty label spot.

      Bartholomew craned his neck to read the words on the first tin. “Extra Dark 90 per cent,” he said. “That is an assertive percentage.”

      “It has a very deep flavour,” I said. “It’s excellent for drinking chocolate. You can add sugar or milk to soften it.”

      “Or not,” Ottoline said. “Some people enjoy the robust notes.”

      She placed the second tin beside the first, then looked from one to the other. The first tin had Extra Dark 90% written in my neat block letters. The second still only had my logo.

      “I will label that one as well,” I said. “Both are the same cocoa.”

      Ottoline tapped a fingernail against the lid of the first tin.

      “For the urn at the fair, I would like to use the Extra Dark 90 per cent,” she said. “It provides a strong base. We will have marshmallows and such for people to add. A sturdy cocoa cuts through everything.”

      “I can label them both as Extra Dark if you like,” I said. “That way there’s no confusion.”

      She shook her head.

      “We will keep one in reserve for refills,” she said. “But this one will be the main urn cocoa. I have a little sign ready. It says Hot Chocolate by Cocoa Narel. It will look splendid.”

      The words Hot Chocolate by Cocoa Narel did sound rather nice.

      Enid shifted her folder. “You will ensure that your stall display adheres to the gnome placement schedule,” she said with a deep frown. “There is a dedicated rotunda for the Historical Society exhibits.”

      Ottoline nodded. “I have your map. We will have our registered gnome on a plinth with a small rope barrier. It will be most dignified.”

      Bartholomew cleared his throat. “And he is the famous piece listed as Barrowmere the Elder.”

      “Yes,” Ottoline said. “He’s exceptionally valuable, allegedly the gnome at the centre of the Great Gnome Dust-Up of 1859 and owned by Ernest Tibbins himself! We are very excited to show him to the public again.”

      Bartholomew’s pen hovered above his clipboard. “We will undertake a separate inspection at the grounds.”

      “I would expect nothing less,” Ottoline said.

      She turned back to me. “We have a wooden crate ready for the cocoa tins,” she said. “They will sit behind the urn. The volunteers know that only committee members pour. We have learnt from experience that too many ladles cause confusion.”

      I picked up the marker again. “I’ll finish this label now, and then both tins will be ready for collection.”

      I wrote Extra Dark 90% on the second tin, copying the spacing and line weight as closely as I could so they would match. There was something very soothing about forming letters when everything else in life insisted on bubbling and burning without permission.

      Mongrel shifted in his carrier, the faint rasp of claws on plastic a quiet reminder that I still needed to change his litter tray when I got home.

      Ottoline watched, then reached out and touched the second label with a fingertip. “Perfect,” she said. “We have the stall roster sorted. There will be a crate of ceramic mugs and a small cash tin, and your cocoa will be the star.”

      Enid closed her folder. “We have taken up enough of Narel’s time,” she said. “There are clearly important culinary matters underway.”

      Her gaze flicked to the pot in the sink. The dark crust clung to the edges like a warning.

      “An experimental batch,” I said. “It didn’t go to plan.”

      “The first attempt often doesn’t,” Enid said. “The same is true of municipal bylaws.”

      Bartholomew made another note. “We will see you at the fair, Narel,” he said. “We will be stationed near the amnesty table.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” I said. “Thanks for checking on Sir Nigel.”

      His shoulders straightened. “Thornwick remains available as an option. Heritage favours those who choose rightly.”

      They went out together, the bell jingling behind them. For a moment, the shop held the echo of their purposeful footsteps.

      Ottoline watched them go, then leant on the counter with both elbows and smiled at me. “I don’t know how they find the stamina. All those forms. I become tired just reading the headings.”

      I chuckled. “At least it means nobody dumps random gnomes in people’s yards. They wouldn’t dare.”

      “True,” she said. “Brambly Vale takes its ornaments very seriously. Almost as seriously as hot beverages.”

      She straightened and picked up the labelled tin. “I will leave you to your baking,” she said. “Something smelt very interesting when I came in.”

      “I’m starting again,” I said. “With less drama.”

      “Drama belongs at the fair,” she said. “Not in the saucepan.”

      When she had gone, the shop felt quieter again, but in a more companionable way. I placed both tins together on a tray near the back door, ready to load into my car later.

      Then I fetched a clean saucepan, measured sugar and water and cream with exaggerated care, and set the mixture on the stove.

      “Right,” I said. “Let us try that again. No burning this time. We have a reputation to uphold. The cocoa cannot do all the work.”

      The thermometer ticked up. Outside, somewhere beyond the highway, Brambly Vale’s gnomes stood to attention, their names registered, their positions measured, waiting for the fair to begin.

      If the day continued the way it had started, I suspected my cocoa might not be the only thing under close inspection.
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      Herb Green’s property sat just out of town, tucked behind a row of gums and a handmade sign that read, in uneven letters, Herb’s Herbs And Things. The council had added a smaller, neater sign under it with an arrow for Fair Parking. The two signs together summed up Brambly Vale quite well.

      I eased my car onto the makeshift parking strip, which was really just a flattish section of dirt beside Herb’s driveway. A neat row of vehicles already lined up there, some with crocheted rugs on the back seats, some with gardening hats visible through the windscreens. I parked at the end, checked that my skirt didn’t have cocoa on it, and lifted the tin from the passenger footwell.

      The Extra Dark 90% tin felt satisfyingly solid in my hands. It also felt as if it contained my entire professional reputation. If anything went wrong with the Historical Society hot chocolate, it would be my logo on the sign.

      The air had that fresh, early-outing feel. People’s voices floated across the open paddock where stalls and tents had sprouted like very organised mushrooms. Herb’s windmill creaked in the distance as it turned. A banner near the entrance gate snapped in the breeze: Brambly Vale Gnome and Garden Fair.

      Even from the car I could see splashes of gnome helmets and hats between the stalls. The council had outdone itself.

      The Historical Society stall stood along the main path, a little cluster of civic seriousness among the bunting. A trestle table had been draped with a white cloth printed with tiny maroon crests, and behind it Ottoline held court.

      A large, brushed-metal urn sat in pride of place, steam whispering from the top. Next to it perched a small cash tin, already bristling with coins. On the other side of the urn rested a wooden crate filled with ceramic mugs. Each mug had a gnome on one side, complete with pointed hat and sturdy boots, and on the other side someone had painted either initials or mysterious squiggles that I suspected were meant to be runes.

      Ottoline spotted me and lifted both hands in greeting, bracelets chiming against each other. “Narel, marvellous. You are right on time.”

      I set the tin on the corner of the trestle. “I brought the serious cocoa,” I said. “The other tin is still in my car in case you need a refill later.”

      She gave the logo an approving look. “It looks very official,” she said. “Visitors will feel they are in safe hands. The Historical Society takes its beverages seriously.”

      “I am relieved to hear it,” I said. “Cocoa likes to feel appreciated.”

      The crate of mugs drew my attention. Whoever had painted them had gone to great effort. Some initials had tiny leaves twining around them, others had dots and lines that looked like they meant something if you knew the code.

      “Do you need a hand with anything?” I asked. “I can pour or wipe or ladle.”

      Ottoline shook her head and patted the edge of a laminated sign propped at the front of the table. In curly script it read: Hot Chocolate by Cocoa Narel.

      “You’ve already done the important part,” she said. “We just need to add hot water and a little sweetness. I’ll do the pouring. It keeps the stall tidy. If everyone handled the urn, we would have drips everywhere and no two cups alike. That way lies chaos.”

      “We wouldn’t want that,” I said. “Not in front of the gnomes.”

      Her mouth curved. “Exactly. Consistency is very calming.”

      She leant over the crate and touched one of the mugs near the front. The gnome on it carried a scroll, and the other side bore the neat letters B.S.T.

      “We have a few favourite mugs set aside for committee members,” she said. “This one is Bartholomew’s. He likes to say the initials stand for Brambly Standards Team.”

      I smiled. “That sounds exactly like something he would say.”

      “He has already been past twice to check the crate,” she said. “He likes to know where his mug is at all times.”

      A stream of people drifted past the stall, some already juggling potted plants and catalogues. A pair of children in gnome hats pointed at the urn and asked someone if hot chocolate counted as a plant-based drink. The answer, apparently, was yes, because cocoa came from a tree.

      I was about to ask Ottoline how busy she expected the stall to be when movement on the main path caught my attention.

      Enid Grudge powered along the gravel like a small, determined tugboat, shoulders set, folder clamped under one arm. Bartholomew matched her stride beside her, clipboard pressed to his chest. A folded paper map rested on top of it, the words ‘Unregistered Gnome Amnesty Display - Temporary’ visible in large block letters.

      Enid’s shoes crunched decisively as she passed. “The amnesty table goes near the south fence,” she said to Bartholomew. “We must have clear separation between registered heritage pieces and items of uncertain parentage.”

      “Noted,” he said. “South fence. We can use cones.”

      A voice rang out behind them. “Someone moved my gnome two centimetres.”

      Bartholomew stopped as if someone had tugged his invisible reins. He pivoted neatly and faced Barnaby Quince with the solemn patience of someone who had rehearsed for this exact eventuality.

      He clutched a small tape measure and looked quite concerned. “It was on the left yesterday,” he said. “Now it’s on the right. Two centimetres, perhaps three. I have a very good sense of distance.”

      “If your gnome has been moved, you will need to lodge a statutory declaration,” he continued. “The amnesty allows for unregistered pieces, not unauthorised movement. Different forms entirely.”

      Barnaby frowned at his tape measure. “I thought amnesty meant I could move it a little.”

      “Movement must be documented,” Bartholomew said. “Particularly once a piece is within the amnesty perimeter. Otherwise we have no consistent record of placement.”

      He tapped the map on his clipboard with his pen. “I can provide you with Form 47-B-M,” he said. “That is the movement supplement. You can obtain a statutory declaration at the council office or from a justice of the peace.”

      Barnaby’s shoulders settled a fraction. “All right,” he said. “As long as there’s a form. I feel better when there is a form.”

      Enid gave a small nod of approval and resumed her march toward the far end of the grounds. Bartholomew fell into step beside her, making another mark on his map.

      “The amnesty display really is quite kind,” Ottoline said. “There are people who panicked when the ordinance came in. It gives them a chance to bring their gnomes into the light.”

      “I didn’t realise gnomes could be in hiding,” I said.

      She gestured toward the low table where Barnaby stood.

      “You’d be surprised,” she said. “Sheds, laundry baskets, old wheelbarrows. There are entire families living unregistered lives. Today is a fresh start.”

      I pictured a small queue of nervous gnomes waiting to have their details taken and found the idea pleasing.

      Across from the Historical Society stall a tent larger than the others rose near the centre of the field. White ropes held it in place, and a sign at the entrance announced the heritage collection.

      “Is that where Barrowmere is?” I asked.

      Ottoline’s expression brightened. “Yes,” she said. “If you have a minute before the rush, you should go and visit. He is very dignified. Just don’t touch the rope. Bartholomew has already taken measurements.”

      “I would not dream of touching anything,” I said. “My paperwork load is heavy enough.”

      I left her with her urn and her crate of mugs and followed the path to the exhibition tent. The grass underfoot gave way to a temporary matting that made my steps sound interestingly official.

      Inside, the space felt cooler, as if the gnome heritage radiated a polite sort of shade. Along one side, smaller plinths held various ornamental treasures: a stone frog, a lead watering can shaped like a dragon, a metal sign from the gold rush days.

      In pride of place at the centre of the tent sat Barrowmere the Elder. He occupied a waist-high stand under a neat rope barrier that formed a square around him. A cream card on a little stand announced in tasteful script that Barrowmere the Elder was on loan.

      Barrowmere was about the height of my knee, with a classic pointed hat and coat. Someone had painted his garments in carefully muted hues rather than bright primaries, and his beard flowed in distinct little ridges. He held a lantern in one hand and what might have been a surveying staff in the other. If any gnome looked as if it had been present at the Great Gnome Dust-Up of 1859, it was this one.

      As I stood admiring him, the rope on the far side twitched.

      Bartholomew ducked under the barrier with the agility of someone for whom ropes were merely guidelines. In his hand he held a small metal instrument that I recognised as callipers from the time I had bought fancy cocoa moulds online and fallen briefly down a measuring tool rabbit hole.

      He approached Barrowmere and extended the callipers to measure the width of the gnome’s hat brim. The tips clicked gently against the ceramic.

      “Thirty-two millimetres,” he murmured.

      He checked something against his clipboard, then adjusted the callipers and measured from hat tip to nose. I had never seen anyone examine a gnome with that level of concentration. If I had not known better, I would have assumed he was checking a priceless jewel.

      Having finished with the hat, he crouched so that his face was level with Barrowmere’s boots. A laminated colour printout rested on the floor beside him. It showed Barrowmere from three different angles. Bartholomew looked from the photo to the actual gnome, then back again several times, his pen hovering above his notes.

      “Surface glaze consistent,” he said. “Minor variation in light reflection due to environment.”

      I realised I had been holding my breath and let it go quietly. It seemed Barrowmere had passed inspection. I imagined Enid would sleep well.

      Footsteps thudded outside the tent. A moment later a figure appeared in the opening. Cornelius Pockridge strode in, bringing with him the faint scent of fertiliser and something botanical.

      He wore a dark green polo shirt with the Brambly Vale Garden Club emblem stitched on the chest and carried a wooden crate filled with bottles. The bottles were squat and amber, each one sporting a cream label decorated with a gold crest and a stylised leaf. The overall effect was of health and respectability.

      “Please,” Cornelius said. “Careful near the ropes. It would be unfortunate if anything were knocked.”

      He placed the crate near a table which already held pamphlets about soil health and composting.

      Bartholomew straightened from his crouch and stepped neatly into Cornelius’s path, clipboard raised like a polite shield.

      “Cornelius,” he said. “We will speak about compliance.” He tapped his pen against the edge of the board in a gentle rhythm.

      Cornelius paused. A faint flush crept up his neck above the collar of his polo. His hand tightened slightly on the crate handle, then he set the bottles down with care. “Of course,” he said. “The Garden Club has always strived to be cooperative.”

      “There are labelling considerations when offering consumable products at council-approved events,” Bartholomew said. “Particularly where any claim of restorative properties is implied. We must ensure there is no confusion between sanctioned herbal usage and unsupervised experimentation.”

      He glanced at the labels with their tidy crests.

      “We will review your documentation after the unveiling,” he said. “It is important that your practices align with the spirit of the ordinance.”

      Cornelius inclined his head. “I would welcome guidance,” he said. “We all want what is best for the town and its gardens.”

      Bartholomew gave a small, satisfied nod. “Good,” he said. “We will schedule a time.”

      He stepped aside, allowing Cornelius to continue his bottle arrangement. Then he ducked back under the rope with the same care he had used entering and moved toward the tent opening, already making another note on his clipboard.

      I gave Barrowmere a respectful nod. “You’re in safe hands,” I told him.

      His painted expression remained serene, which I chose to interpret as agreement.

      Back at the Historical Society stall, a small queue had already formed. A family in matching wide-brimmed hats discussed whether hot chocolate was an appropriate morning drink. The child in the middle nodded emphatically.

      Ottoline stood behind the trestle with a ladle in hand, moving with the contained grace of someone conducting a minor ceremony. She had opened the tin and decanted a generous amount of cocoa into a jug, which now sat beside the urn.

      She spotted me and reached under the table for a small paper cup. “Perfect timing,” she said. “I would like you to test the flavour before I put the sign out. We must ensure the stall’s description matches the experience.”

      She poured a little hot water into the jug, whisked with brisk efficiency until the cocoa had dissolved into a smooth, dark mixture, then added more water from the urn. The sound of the liquid hitting the metal sides of the jug made my mouth feel rather interested.

      She dipped the ladle
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