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  Chapter One




Poppy Lancaster stared in angry dismay at the rose bush in front of her. The arching stems should have been covered with glossy leaves and clusters of buds, ready to open in a few weeks into gorgeous ruffled blooms. Instead, there were large gaps in the bush where the foliage had shrivelled and dropped off, leaving bare stems scarred a scaly brown and ending in clusters of blackened, deformed buds. 
Poppy shook her head slowly in disbelief. What had happened here? She was sure the rose bush looked fine when she had glanced at it earlier in the week. How had it changed from that lush, healthy shrub to this sickly, deformed plant?
Gingerly, she lifted one of the clusters of deformed rosebuds and looked closely at the shrivelled flowers, then she stooped and peered into the bush, examining the undersides of leaves, inspecting the junctures of petioles. Is it a fungal infection? But the hours she’d spent poring over her grandmother’s plant books meant that Poppy knew all the common fungal disease symptoms by heart. These weren’t the ugly, dark blotches of black spot, or the powdery grey coating associated with mildew, and they definitely weren’t the bright orange pustules of rust. A pest then? Caterpillars? Aphids? A spider mite infestation? One of those big black beetles I’ve seen recently?
But again, none of the classic symptoms from those well-known rose pests matched the damage she could see in front of her eyes. Besides, it was usually possible to spot pests—especially those of the chomping variety—if you examined a plant closely enough, but no matter how hard she looked, Poppy couldn’t spot any malevolent visitor on the rose bush. 
Frowning in confusion, she straightened and turned to scan the rest of the flowerbed. It was set alongside the path leading from the front gate, and although she had passed it several times, she had been too busy in the last few days to do more than give it a cursory glance. Now that she was looking properly, though, she was aghast to realise that the other rose bushes were beginning to show similar signs of disease. She had been waiting with delight and anticipation for the roses to open in the first glorious flush of blooms, but now she saw that many of the buds were blackened and deformed, and some had even shrivelled and looked as if they would drop off soon.
“No… no… no…” gasped Poppy, shaking her head in horrified denial. 
This was the worst thing that could have happened, especially with the “Open Day” she was planning to host in a couple of weeks’ time. The event was to be a belated “grand reopening”—a chance to put Hollyhock Cottage Gardens and Nursery back on the horticultural map at last—and she needed the gardens to be looking their best! They were the most powerful marketing tool for the nursery and she’d been working like a maniac in the last few weeks to prepare them for the event. 
Besides, the cottage garden was also part of her late grandmother’s legacy and Poppy was determined to live up to the horticultural reputation of the Lancaster name. True, no one had expected a city girl like her to even keep the unexpected inheritance she had received, never mind attempt to resurrect the failing family business. With no green fingers and zero gardening experience, no one would have blamed her if she’d decided to just sell up and take the money. But Poppy had embraced the challenge and, in fact, she had thought that the worst was behind her. She had managed to survive the long, barren winter and the killing spring frosts and had kept herself and the business afloat, despite not being able to grow or sell many plants. Now that summer was just around the corner, with months of warm, balmy weather ahead of her, she had been looking forward to a season of bustling business and booming plant growth. And what better way to relaunch the nursery and spread the news to new customers than with an Open Day where they could come and admire the gardens that had once made Hollyhock Cottage so famous? 
But it’ll be a total flop if the borders look like this, Poppy thought, dropping her gaze back to the rose bush beside her. People weren’t going to be impressed if all they saw were beds of diseased rose bushes sporting naked, scarred stems and shrivelled flowers!
“My lordy Lord, Poppy—why the long face?” 
Poppy looked up to see a middle-aged woman with a mop of grey curls coming down the path towards her. Nell Hopkins’s normally rosy-cheeked smile was replaced by an expression of concern, and she made a tutting sound as she came to a stop beside Poppy. “Your breakfast is getting cold, dear. I thought you were just popping out for a minute to get the mail from the letterbox?”
“Oh, Nell, something is wrong with the roses!” said Poppy miserably. 
“What do you mean?”
Poppy indicated the bush in front of them. “Look!”
Nell leaned forwards, then recoiled. “Ugh… they do look terrible, don’t they? What’s wrong with them?”
“That’s just it: I don’t know!” said Poppy in frustration. “It doesn’t look like any of the usual fungal diseases, and I can’t seem to find any insect pests on the bush either.”
“Maybe it’s slugs?” Nell suggested. “I mean, people are always complaining about slugs in the garden, aren’t they?”
Poppy shook her head. “I don’t think slugs normally attack roses—they prefer tender leaves at ground level.” 
“Okay, what about rabbits then? Or deer?” said Nell. “Now, they nibble roses, don’t they? I heard a couple of ladies in the village post office the other day complaining about rabbits damaging their gardens. And there are still deer roaming wild in the countryside in Oxfordshire, you know. Roe deer, I think—”
“How would a deer or rabbit have got in here?” asked Poppy, pointing to the high stone wall that formed the perimeter of the property, effectively turning the area inside into a walled garden.
“You know that wall is very old and several parts are crumbling,” Nell said. 
“Yes, but this doesn’t look like rabbit or deer damage,” Poppy argued. She indicated the misshapen stem nearest to them. “Look—it’s not like leaves have been chewed off. It’s more like there is some kind of disease affecting the plant, something that’s making all the leaves grow contorted, and the stems brown and scaly, and making all the flower buds become deformed.”
“Maybe you’re looking in the wrong place,” said Nell suddenly. She gave Poppy a meaningful look. “Maybe it’s not a fungus or an insect or an animal at all.”
“What else could it be? Aliens?” 
Nell ignored her sarcastic tone. “Maybe someone sneaked into the garden in the night and deliberately sprayed the roses with a nasty chemical.”
Poppy stared at her. “Why on earth would someone want to do that?”
“Well, it could have been a young man who wanted to give roses to the love of his life, but the poor lad can’t afford to buy a bouquet and so he lost her to another man… and then he happened to be passing and looked over our wall to see our beautiful rose bushes, and it made him so angry and bitter that he felt compelled to destroy them—”
“Oh, Nell!” Poppy gave a laugh of mingled impatience and amusement. “That is the most ludicrous, far-fetched idea I’ve ever heard! This isn’t one of those lurid novels you love to read. This is real life.” 
“Books are based on real life,” said Nell with a sniff. “And don’t you laugh at my novels, young lady. They contain far more wisdom than you realise.”
Poppy suppressed the urge to roll her eyes. Still, she felt better now that she had shared the problem with Nell. Despite not really being “family”, the older woman had slipped easily into the role of “substitute mother” after Poppy’s own mother had passed away the previous year. In fact, Nell had probably eased into the role long before then—from when she’d first come into Poppy’s life as the kindly cleaning lady who had agreed to sublet rooms in her London flat to the mother-and-daughter duo. 
With her warm, soothing presence, Nell had provided the maternal nurturing that Poppy’s own mother, Holly, had never been able to give her. Poppy had loved her beautiful, creative mother, but she had also realised that Holly Lancaster was essentially a “wild child” who had never grown up. Despite having a baby at eighteen, Holly had remained a carefree but also careless spirit, and Poppy had often felt more like the parent in their relationship. It had been a relief to find in Nell someone she could confide in and go to for advice and support.
Now she heaved a sigh and said, “Whatever it is, I need to get to the bottom of it quickly. I’ve spent a small fortune on organising and advertising the Open Day event, and the weather’s getting warmer, which means more tourists in Bunnington. I think we’re going to attract a lot of visitors. Everything has to look perfect for the Open Day!”
“Maybe you’re worrying too much, dear,” said Nell. “I mean, we’re not a public park. We just want people to buy plants.”
“But that’s just it. The gardens are our best promotional tool. It’s what makes us unique!” cried Poppy. “It’s what makes people come here instead of going to the big, bland garden centres. And when they see the rose bushes in full bloom and how the traditional cottage-garden annuals and perennials all complement each other in the beds, it inspires them and makes them want to buy similar plants for their own gardens. I can’t tell you how many times a customer has turned to me and pointed out a particular plant in the flowerbeds, asking if we sell it.”
“All right, why don’t you just get some pesticides and spray the bushes?” suggested Nell. “There’s a huge garden centre in that business park nearby. I’m sure they stock all sorts of pest sprays. Go and buy yourself a couple of different bottles. It won’t matter, then, if you’re not sure what it is—I’m sure one of them will tackle the problem.”
“I don’t know…” said Poppy hesitantly. “I didn’t find any insect sprays when I first moved in here. I don’t know if my grandmother ever used them.”
“Maybe someone removed them after she was taken to hospital. Anyway, even if she didn’t use them, who says you have to follow exactly in her footsteps? There are lots of ways to garden, aren’t there?”
Poppy straightened up. “You’re right. And I do need to sort this out before our Open Day.” She glanced at her watch. “Hmm… wonder if I’ve got time to pop out before I open the nursery for the day—”
“Oh, don’t worry, dear; I can hold the fort for you. Go and take your time. I don’t have a cleaning job until this afternoon, so I’ve got the morning off. It’ll be nice, actually, to spend it talking plants and gardening with customers.” Nell’s eyes gleamed. “I’m hoping that Mrs Singh will return and tell me how her son got on with his blind date—you remember Mrs Singh, don’t you? She came last week to buy some begonias.”
“Um… yes,” said Poppy vaguely, racking her memory and wondering how Nell seemed to remember all the customers’ names.
“Actually, it wasn’t really ‘blind’ as he’d already met the girl online,” Nell continued. “Mrs Singh said her son had joined a dating app and that’s how he got a girlfriend at last. Of course, I think she’d really prefer him to find a nice Indian girl, but she’s getting so desperate for a grandchild now… and she sounds like a great catch—the girl, I mean, not Mrs Singh—young and pretty, with a great job in PR…”
Poppy chuckled to herself. Ever since Nell had left London to come and live with her in Bunnington, the older woman had embraced village life with a fervour, especially the part involving the local grapevine. Her gossip sessions with the various local residents who popped into the nursery were the highlight of her days and meant that Nell eagerly volunteered to help Poppy “man the shop front” whenever she wasn’t out on a cleaning job. 
“You know, Poppy, you should sign up for the app!” said Nell suddenly. “Mrs Singh says it has millions of users and you can sort people by their educational background, income, religion, body type—even star sign! You could meet all sorts of young men and—”
“I’m not joining a dating app,” said Poppy firmly. “I’m not remotely interested in finding a boyfriend. I’ve got so much on my plate, I haven’t got time for a relationship and besides—”
“You have to make time for a relationship!” said Nell. “It’s not right, Poppy, for a pretty young girl like you to be spending so much time alone.”
“I’m not alone,” Poppy protested. “I have you… and customers coming daily… I never feel lonely. I’m always busy with the garden and new plants and—” 
“Friends and work are not the same thing,” said Nell, glowering at her. “I know the cottage garden and nursery are important to you, but you shouldn’t be spending all your days just holed up here, digging in the dirt and talking to plants. You should be out dancing and having fun, meeting Prince Charming and being swept off your feet—”
“Nell!” Poppy gave an exasperated laugh. “We don’t all want to live in the pages of a romance novel! Besides, you have to kiss a lot of frogs to find Prince Charming,” she added wryly.
“So? That’s part of the fun, dear,” said Nell. “That’s what being young is all about, isn’t it? You’re never going to be twenty-five again, you know. You should make the most of it, not hide away just because you’re afraid.”
“What do you mean? I’m not afraid,” said Poppy indignantly. 
“Then why do you always back out of any chance to meet someone? To go out on a date? Honestly, dear, when was the last time you went out for dinner—or even a coffee—with a young man?”
“I… I’ve been on dates!” Poppy protested. “Just not recently because I’ve been busy with the nursery. Besides, I don’t want to be one of those girls who’s always lurching from one love affair to another or thinks her life isn’t complete unless she’s with a man! I’m not going to waste my life chasing silly romantic dreams, just like Mum—” She broke off. 
There was silence for a long moment, then Nell said gently, “You’re not your mother, dear. Lord knows I loved Holly like a daughter, but she was wild and feckless. You’re different. You have a strength and a resilience that your mother never had. Don’t cut yourself off from life just because your mother didn’t handle it well.”
Poppy brushed some imaginary bits of soil off her hands, not meeting Nell’s eyes. “Yes… well… anyway, I’ve got to go,” she mumbled, turning to head back along the path.
“Not before you finish your breakfast, young lady,” said Nell firmly.
Poppy obediently followed Nell back to the cottage, where she gobbled a couple of slices of buttered toast and washed them down with a cup of hot tea. Then—leaving Nell busily arranging plants for display on the trestle tables outside the cottage—she got into her little second-hand Fiat and headed out of the village.






  
  Chapter Two




It was a short drive to the large business park that sprawled alongside the motorway running past Bunnington. Like many industrial parks that had sprung up around the UK in recent years, this one pitched itself as more than just a collection of office blocks, laboratories, and warehouses, but also as a work campus and a “community”. There were cafés and restaurants, a gym and yoga studio, a day nursery, landscaped gardens, post office, supermarket, and even a hairdresser on-site. And at one end was a large cluster of retail outlets, with the biggest store being the aptly named “Mega Garden Town”, which dominated one corner of the business park and claimed to cater to every gardening need under the sun.
Poppy had heard a lot about this huge garden centre but had yet to come and see it in person. Now, she paused in awe as she alighted from the car and stared at the sprawling complex in front of her. It looked as big as an airport! The whole of Hollyhock Cottage and Nursery could probably fit in the forecourt. And as she approached the sliding automatic doors which led into the main entrance of the place, she was staggered by the hordes of people coming out, pushing trolleys laden with plants, gardening supplies, and everything in between. There were elderly ladies clutching bags of bulbs, cooing couples admiring their new houseplants, fathers proudly regaling sons with the features of their new lawnmowers, and mothers juggling armfuls of potted annuals and hanging planters… not to mention the man wrestling with a mature banana tree!
Once inside, Poppy stood with her mouth slightly open, gazing down the enormous halls leading away in all directions, each filled with a mind-boggling array of products. The place was vast, more a city than a “town”. She didn’t realise that so much gardening equipment and paraphernalia existed! There were entire sections devoted to home decorating, from botanical-inspired cushions and lamps to beautiful wooden furniture imported from halfway across the world. There were walls hung with gleaming copper hand tools and exotic Japanese implements, racks of stylish gardening aprons and matching gloves, and even a small library filled with plant-related books.
Poppy squirmed as she thought of her own little nursery, with the ramshackle trestle tables set up alongside the single path, displaying a motley assortment of potted plants, and the small greenhouse at the back, nurturing a straggly collection of cuttings and seedlings. It all seemed like such a pathetic, amateur effort compared with this gleaming metropolis of horticultural excellence.
Then she gave herself a mental shake. Remember, people don’t come to Hollyhock Cottage for the same experience. Not everyone wants a big, slick garden centre. Sometimes people appreciate a more local, home-grown feel. 
Still… Poppy looked enviously at the products on display as she wandered past various shelves and units. She would have loved to have been able to expand her own range and offer things like pretty ceramic plant pots, bespoke gardening tools, or maybe even some mulches and fertilisers. After all, if someone was coming to her to buy a plant, it made sense that they should be able to satisfy their other gardening needs too. Maybe if I have a really good couple of months over the summer and am able to save up some extra profits, then I’ll be able to think about investing more in the business come autumn, Poppy thought with a hopeful sigh. 
Then she paused as she walked past a mini gallery exhibiting sculptures and figurines by local artists. All thoughts of “business investments” went out of the window as she stared at the gorgeous pieces on display. There were playful blue tits and jaunty red squirrels, somnolent barn owls and bashful hedgehogs, jewel-like ladybirds and acrobatic frogs, and a host of other wildlife found in British gardens… all brought to life through ceramic and clay, with beautiful patinas and burnished lustres. 
“Oh!” Poppy’s face broke into a delighted smile as she spied the quirky ceramic figure of a garden slug, its sinuous body draped lazily over a glossy green leaf, its tentacles alert and seeking. It had been created with such delicate vibrancy that you almost expected it to come to life. 
She sighed wistfully. She would have loved to buy the slug—not for resale, not for display in the nursery—just for herself, to enjoy and treasure. But a glance at the price tag underneath the piece made her wince and hastily turn away. Yikes. No way.
Reluctantly, Poppy began making her way to the department dedicated to weed and pest control. She could have spent hours—days—wandering around the many halls, but she reminded herself sternly of the reason she had come in the first place. The pest control section was enormous and she stood for a moment in front of the shelves, eyeing the multitude of spray bottles and storage cans in bewilderment. Glancing around, she tried to see if she could find a member of staff to help her. The area was surprisingly empty, with no one else browsing nearby. 
Then she spotted a young man standing behind a kiosk counter on the other side of the room. The sides of the counter were emblazoned with a large graphic showing various spray bottles against a background of lush green grass and colourful flowers, with a banner which read: “An exciting new range for the home gardener!” Next to the kiosk, a small pyramid of pesticide bottles, identical to the ones featured in the graphic, had been carefully stacked to form an impressive display—each bottle proudly displaying the same logo: a bell encircled by the name “Campana AgroChemicals”. They were accompanied by a pile of glossy leaflets fanned out across the top of the kiosk counter. 
A middle-aged woman was leaning across the counter, talking earnestly to the young man. At first, Poppy thought that the woman was a fellow customer looking for some advice, but as she got closer, she realised that this wasn’t a friendly conversation. In fact, the woman had grabbed one of the leaflets off the counter and was waving it in an aggressive manner, thrusting it in the young man’s face and jabbing him in the chest.
“…can’t believe you have the gall to stand there and sell these poisons to innocent people! Do you tell them, eh? Do you tell them about the environmental pollutants, the harmful chemicals, the potential carcinogens in your pesticides?” the woman demanded. 
“Aww, give it a rest!” said the young man with a groan. “I’m sick of you coming in here every day, harassing me and my customers. People have a right to choose what to put in their own gardens and it’s none of your busi—”
“No, people have a right to know the truth!” snapped the woman. “People need to be educated. If they knew what harm they were doing by spraying your pesticides, they would think twice!”
“Is this the thing about the bees again?” asked the young man with a weary sigh.
“It’s not just the bees! Don’t you realise everything is linked together in a great web? It travels all the way up the food chain and gets into our bodies and our children’s bodies. Look at what happened with DDT: everyone thought it was a wonder-chemical—they thought it was the solution to every pest, big or small! And now, forty, fifty years after it was banned, we’re still dealing with the effects. It’s been linked to cancer, miscarriages, infertility, liver damage—even Alzheimer’s! And that’s not even mentioning what it does to wildlife and the environment.”
“That was a totally different scenario,” protested the young man. “The… the industry was less sophisticated then, and they didn’t have the regulations we have today. Campana pesticides have been developed under strict safety protocols and—”
“Safety protocols?” scoffed the woman. “That’s a joke! There isn’t any proper regulation in the sector at all. Everyone knows that government environmental agencies are totally corrupt and in the pocket of pesticide companies. They just turn a blind eye and allow all sorts of dangerous substances to be licensed—”
“You don’t have any proof of this,” said the young man impatiently. “And if you did, then you should be taking it up with the government bodies, not hassling me. I’m just a salesman doing my job, okay?”
“You’re part of the problem!” hissed the woman. “I’ve seen the way you operate, smiling and sucking up, and making people believe that you care about their gardens… when it’s all fakery and lies! You work on commission, don’t you? I know the Campana model. The more you sell, the more you make. So you just want to shift as many bottles as you can. You don’t care how much damage you’re doing to people’s health or the environment, as long as you’re filling your own pocket!”
“And you just want to scaremonger and fill people’s heads with nonsense!” snapped the young man. “I’ve had enough. If you don’t leave now, I’m going to call the centre security.”
The woman glared at him, then she grabbed a handful of the leaflets and tossed them contemptuously, scattering them all over the floor around the counter. Turning, she stormed out of the department and disappeared into the next hall. The young man sighed and bent down to start collecting all the scattered leaflets. Poppy hurried forwards and crouched down next to him to help. 
The young man looked up in surprise, his mouth curving into a smile as his eyes fell on Poppy. “Cheers… really nice of you to help.”
“Oh, it’s nothing,” said Poppy as they both straightened with their hands full of leaflets and replaced them on the counter. 
The young man gave her a sheepish look. “Er… I suppose you saw what happened just now?”
Poppy nodded. “It did seem unfair of her to attack you like that. I mean, if you were just doing your job.”
“You don’t know the half of it,” he groaned. “That crazy cow has been coming here and giving me a lecture practically every day. And I’m sure she’s tried to vandalise some of my supplies. I was halfway through unpacking a load from my car this morning and, when I got back, there were several bottles missing.” Then he gave a droll smile. “Ah well, you get all sorts of people coming to a big garden centre like this. I suppose it keeps the job interesting.” He stuck a hand out. “I’m Thales, by the way.”
“Tha-lis?” said Poppy, trying to copy his pronunciation.
He grinned self-consciously. “It’s of Greek origin. Thales Georgiou.”
“I’m Poppy Lancaster,” said Poppy, putting her hand in his. “Which is just boringly English.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t say boring...” He held her hand just a fraction of a second longer than necessary. “And I’m beginning to think I should thank that crazy cow since it means that we got to meet, Poppy Lancaster.”
Was he flirting with her? Poppy blushed, then was annoyed with herself. For heaven’s sake, anyone would think you’re a teenager meeting a handsome guy for the first time, she berated herself. Still, she had to concede that Thales Georgiou was incredibly charming—and good-looking too, with dark hair curling rakishly over his forehead, twinkling brown eyes, and a muscular physique that spoke of regular workouts at the gym. The fact that he was looking her over with equal admiration was immensely flattering and Poppy felt her cheeks warming again. She cleared her throat and mumbled:
“Um… actually, I was looking for something to deal with a pest on my roses.”
“Ahh, then you’ve come to the right place,” said Thales, his smile widening. He gestured to the pyramid of bottles next to them. “We’ve just launched a new range of pesticides especially for the home gardener. Each one is formulated to target and treat a specific variety of sucking and chewing insect, from greenflies and whiteflies to mealy bugs, weevils and spider mites…” He glanced sideways at her. “Do you know what you’ve got?”
Poppy shook her head. “I can’t figure out what it is.” She described the diseased rose bushes, adding as she finished: “I couldn’t see anything on the leaves or stems, even though I looked all over. But I’m sure it’s some kind of pest.”
“Well, they can be sneaky little buggers,” said Thales. “They hide under the leaves or inside the flowers. But don’t worry—even if you’re not sure what it is, I can help.” He reached over and plucked a bottle off the top row of the pyramid. “This is our bestseller: a special broad-spectrum formula. It’s designed specifically with the busy home gardener in mind. We know you haven’t got the time to sit and figure out exactly what’s attacking your plants, so we’ve done all the hard work for you. It doesn’t matter what’s attacking your roses—Campana’s Exit-Bug Supreme will find it and take care of it for you, leaving your plant lush and healthy.”
Poppy looked at the bottle askance. “It sounds almost too good to be true,” she said with a wry laugh.
“Oh, it’s true, believe me. I’ve tested the whole range in my own garden—I couldn’t stand here and promote them to other home gardeners otherwise,” said Thales smoothly. “It’s because I know how fantastic the Campana products are, that’s why I’m so keen for others to benefit from them too. I mean, I’ll bet you’re probably like me: you might only have a little suburban plot, but you’re really proud of it and—”
“Er… actually, mine’s not really a normal home garden. I mean, it’s not huge but it’s not a typical suburban plot either. It’s actually part of a… well, you see, I run a small plant nursery,” Poppy confessed, flushing slightly. She half expected him to laugh at her, but instead, he looked impressed.
“Really? Where is it? What’s it called?”
“Hollyhock Cottage Gardens and Nursery. It’s in Bunnington, a village not far from here—”
“Oh yeah, I know Bunnington,” Thales cut in. “I’ve been popping in there a fair bit recently. Didn’t realise there was a nursery there, though.”
“It’s a very small place. Nothing like this,” said Poppy quickly, indicating the garden centre around them. “It belonged to my grandmother and I inherited it. It’s really a cottage and surrounding gardens, with a small nursery attached.”
“It sounds delightful. I love cottage gardens. All wild and rambling and full of flowers.”
“It’s not going to be full of flowers if I can’t clear this mystery disease up,” said Poppy worriedly. “And I’ve got a really important event coming up: an Open Day at the nursery in about two weeks’ time. I really need the gardens to be looking their best.”
“Well then, you haven’t got any time to lose! Luckily, though, we’ve designed our formulas to be extremely fast acting. So if you go back and apply some today, I guarantee your pests will be gone in a week.”
“Really?”
“Oh yeah. Just one spray and you can sit back and relax, knowing that all the visitors will be seeing your gardens in their full glory.”
Poppy reached hesitantly for the bottle he was holding out to her. 
“And… is it safe to use?” she asked, recalling the woman who had been harassing him earlier. “I mean, I want to tackle the problem, but I don’t really want to use dangerous chemicals or—”
“Oh, don’t worry, it’s very safe,” Thales assured her. “All our pesticides are carefully formulated to the highest standards and extensively tested to make sure that they meet stringent regulations. We know our customers care deeply about the environment, and we do too. In fact, Campana pesticides have all been manufactured to ensure that they have a good profile for bees. This means you can use them with total confidence, knowing that you will not be harming any of the ‘friendly insects’ in the garden.”
“Oh.” Poppy looked down at the bottle she held in her hands. Thales was very persuasive and she couldn’t help visualising the tantalising picture he’d conjured up: her troubles all solved and the cottage garden brimming with flowers and admiring visitors…
“I tell you what,” said Thales, leaning closer and giving her a conspiratorial smile. “We had a promotion running last week where you could get twenty percent off your first purchase. It was part of the launch special. Officially, it ended last weekend… but what’s a few extra days, eh? I’ll pull a few strings and extend it so you can get the same discount. And take a bottle of concentrate instead of the ready-made spray,” he added, swapping the bottle she was holding for another one from the pyramid. “You need to make it up in a spray bottle yourself but it’s a lot more economical.”
“Oh! Thank you. That’s really nice of you,” said Poppy with surprised pleasure.
“And what about a herbicide?” said Thales, lifting another bottle from the pyramid. “I’m sure weeds are a constant battle in a vigorous cottage garden.”
“Oh God, you have no idea,” said Poppy with a sigh. “But I’ve been managing all right without spraying so far. I’ve just been pulling them up by hand—”
“Aww, come on!” said Thales with an exaggerated expression of disbelief. “You’re not telling me that you want to spend your life on your knees, digging and pulling up weeds, when there are so many other fun things you could be doing?”
“Like what?” asked Poppy with a laugh, responding to his teasing tone.
“Well… like going out for dinner and dancing.” His brown eyes twinkled at her. “In fact, I’d like to personally volunteer to help you with that, if you’d let me?”
Whoa, he moved fast! Was he asking her out on a date? Poppy hesitated, unsure how to respond. In spite of what she had said to Nell, it was true that she hadn’t been out on many dates and had little experience with casual flirtation. Now, she wasn’t sure if Thales’s remarks were serious or just a bit of rhetorical banter. It would be horribly awkward and embarrassing if she’d read more into it than he intended.
“Um… I… I like weeding,” she stammered, sidestepping his question. “I find it very meditative, you know… like… like you’re totally in the moment and there’s something wonderful about removing all the unnecessary, unwanted things from the garden beds, like cleaning out your life… and it’s really satisfying afterwards when you see the pile of weeds you’ve yanked up…” She trailed off, embarrassed as she realised what she’d blurted out. 
Thales raised his eyebrows, the teasing smile still in his eyes. “Wow, I didn’t realise weeding could be so… er… spiritual.”
Poppy flushed, then she cleared her throat and said, trying for a brisk, business-like tone: “Yes, um… anyway, I’ll take a bottle of the Exit-Bug Supreme, please, but I won’t need any herbicide.”
“All right, I’ll tell you what: I’ll add in one of our special plant tonic sprays—how about that?” Thales said as he began ringing up her purchase. 
As he was handing her the two bottles and the receipt, he gave her an inviting smile and said: “Hey, listen—I was planning to have a break soon: nip out for a quick vape and grab a cup of coffee. Fancy joining me? They do a mean Danish pastry in the café here.”
“Oh… thanks… that sounds lovely but… um… I think I’d better head back and start spraying,” said Poppy.
Thales raised his eyebrows again and she could see laughter in his eyes, but all he said was: “Well, some other time, then. I’ll be here manning this kiosk for the next few weeks, so you know where to find me.” He gave her a wink.
Poppy slowly retraced her steps to the main entrance, clutching the spray bottles in her arms. She felt slightly ashamed of her stammering replies and generally awkward response to Thales’s overtures. She was twenty-five, not a gauche schoolgirl, and she should have been able to deal better with a bit of casual flirtation! Maybe Nell’s right. Maybe I need to get out and socialise more, she thought as she stepped through the automatic sliding doors leading out into the car park. Maybe I should have gone for a coffee with Thales. After all, what’s the harm in—
The next moment, all thoughts of dating were wiped from her mind as someone barged into her path and lunged in her face, yelling:
“You murderer!”






  
  Chapter Three


Poppy gasped and stumbled backwards. She recognised the middle-aged woman standing in her path: it was the same woman who had been haranguing Thales earlier. Now, she jabbed a finger at Poppy’s chest and demanded:
“Do you know how many lives you’re destroying with those poisons? Do you realise how much damage you are doing to the environment? And to yourself?”
“I—”
The woman looked down at the label on the bottle Poppy was clutching and her face screwed up in disgust. “UGH! The ‘broad-spectrum formula’—that’s the worst! I suppose he told you it would save time, didn’t he? Said it would be the perfect solution to all the troubles in your garden, eh?”
“Well, yes, but—”
The woman thrust her face close to Poppy’s. “And I suppose he didn’t mention all the lethal chemicals that will leave toxic residues on the leaves and be absorbed into the plant, so that anything that comes into contact is killed? Not just the bees and butterflies but other insects too… like… like dragonflies! They’re not just beautiful; they’re insect-eating machines too, did you know? They get rid of your caterpillars and aphids and mosquitoes. And what about the earthworms and beetles and woodlice? You need them to break down all the leaf litter that feeds the soil; you’ll be killing all of them too.” She pointed at the bottle. “By spraying that, you’ll be no better than a mass murderer!”
Poppy flinched. “I did ask Thales—the sales rep—whether it’s safe,” she said defensively. “He said that it had a ‘good bee profile’—”
“‘Good bee profile’?” the woman sneered. “What does that even mean? It’s just a fancy marketing term, a way to greenwash the whole thing.”
Poppy frowned. “Greenwash?”
“Yeah, greenwashing. It’s when companies use false labels or vague claims to cover up the truth. They deliberately deceive consumers, just so you would think that their products are eco-friendly. It’s all fake reassurance and lies.” The woman shot Poppy a piercing look. “Did you read the label yourself before you bought the spray?”
“N-noo…” Poppy admitted. “I just… well, I thought it would be fine. Thales said Campana AgroChemicals follows strict safety protocols and—”
The woman made a rude noise. “You stupid, gullible fool! Don’t you know anything? There is no safe chemical pesticide! Even the ones that are ‘approved’ are dangerous at high concentrations and with consistent use. If you don’t care about wildlife and the environment, at least think about yourself. You don’t know how much you’re inhaling and absorbing through your skin… and what about pets, eh?”
“What do you mean?” asked Poppy.
“Have you got a cat or a dog?”
“No, but my neighbours—”
“Well, you’d better tell them you’re poisoning their precious fur babies. Oh yes, pets are really high risk: they chew on grass or brush up against plants and then lick their coats, and all the toxic chemicals are transferred into their systems…”
Poppy wanted to put her hands to her ears and block out all the horrible accusations and imagery that this woman was hurling at her. Backing away, she mumbled: “Um… thanks for letting me know…”—then turned and practically ran to her car, the woman’s voice still ringing in her ears. It wasn’t until she was pulling out of the car park that she breathed a sigh of relief. 
The sight of a large crowd of people milling about the gardens was a pleasant surprise when Poppy arrived back at Hollyhock Cottage, and she forgot about the unpleasant encounter as she hurried to help Nell serve customers. Her friend was doing a brisk business in bedding plants, and Poppy was delighted to see that several customers were buying up large batches of osteospermums and petunias. At this rate, she would have to put in a new order of plug plants from the wholesale suppliers! 
Feeling a renewed confidence, Poppy approached two women who were standing in the middle of the path, surveying the flower beds. 
“Hello, ladies—is there anything I can help you with?” she asked pleasantly. “Any particular plant you’re looking for?”
“What on earth happened to the roses?” one of the women demanded, pointing to the bush nearest to them. “They look like they’ve got some kind of disease!”
“Oh! Er… um… we’ve had a bit of a pest problem,” stammered
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