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  Chapter 1

  
  




Violet Hartwell had survived thirty-seven years of cafeteria food, teenage rebellion, and parent-teacher conferences, but nothing had prepared her for the sight of Eddie Martinez buried up to his neck in the Sunset Manor compost pile like a particularly unfortunate garden gnome.

“MEDICAL EMERGENCY!” Frank Morrison announced, driving “The Interceptor” at maximum speed across the lawn toward the garden area, where Eddie’s head was protruding from what appeared to be a carefully constructed mound of decomposing vegetables and grass clippings.

“Frank, we can see that,” Agnes Pemberton called, hurrying after him with her notebook and the kind of dramatic urgency she usually reserved for bingo night controversies. “This is clearly criminal activity!”

Bradley Chen was already kneeling beside the compost pile, checking Eddie’s pulse and vital signs with the professional efficiency of someone whose job had become significantly more complicated since the residents had formed their detective agency.

“He’s unconscious but stable,” Bradley reported. “Looks like he’s been here for several hours. Someone call 911.”

“Already did,” Marcus Williams said, appearing with his phone and a worried expression. “Ambulance is on the way.”

Eddie was covered in what appeared to be premium fertilizer, grass stains, and the general debris that comes from being buried in organic matter. He was breathing steadily but showed no signs of consciousness, which was probably a mercy considering his current predicament.

“WHO BURIES SOMEONE IN COMPOST?” Frank demanded, examining the crime scene with the intensity of someone whose Amazon shopping habits had included several books on forensic investigation.

“Someone who wants to make a statement,” Dolores Martinez observed, appearing beside them with the stealth skills that continued to impress everyone. She was studying the burial site with the kind of professional attention that suggested uncomfortable familiarity with improper disposal techniques.

“What kind of statement?” Agnes asked, taking notes.

“The kind that says ‘this is what happens to people who dig where they shouldn’t dig,’” Dolores replied grimly.

As they waited for the ambulance, Violet wheeled her chair around the garden area and realized the compost burial wasn’t the only vandalism that had occurred overnight.

“Look at the rose garden,” she said.

Everyone turned to examine what had been Sunset Manor’s pride and joy—an award-winning rose garden that had won three regional competitions and was Margaret Stone’s personal obsession.

Every single prize-winning rose bush had been uprooted and replaced with poison ivy.

The poison ivy had been planted with meticulous care, creating perfect rows where the roses had once bloomed. Someone had taken considerable time and effort to systematically destroy the garden and replace it with something that would cause considerable discomfort to anyone who tried to tend it.

“BIOLOGICAL WARFARE!” Frank announced. “TACTICAL PLANT REPLACEMENT!”

“It’s more than that,” Agnes said, pointing to a small white card staked among the poison ivy. “There’s a note.”

Marcus carefully extracted the card, handling it by the edges to preserve potential fingerprints, and read aloud: “‘Some flowers should never bloom.’”

“Cryptic threat message!” Agnes exclaimed, writing furiously. “Classic criminal communication!”

“But what does it mean?” Bradley asked.

“Maybe Eddie discovered something about the garden that someone didn’t want revealed,” Violet suggested.

“Like what?”

“BURIED TREASURE!” Frank announced. “CRIMINAL ASSETS HIDDEN IN THE FLOWER BEDS!”

“Or buried evidence,” Dolores added thoughtfully. “Honey, you’d be surprised how many people think gardens are good places to hide things they don’t want found.”

The ambulance arrived with the efficiency of emergency responders who’d become surprisingly familiar with Sunset Manor’s address. As paramedics worked to carefully excavate Eddie from his compost prison, the investigation team gathered to assess the situation.

“So what do we know?” Marcus asked, consulting his notes.

“Someone buried Eddie Martinez in compost, destroyed our award-winning rose garden, replaced the roses with poison ivy, and left a cryptic message about flowers that shouldn’t bloom,” Agnes summarized.

“COMPREHENSIVE AGRICULTURAL ASSAULT!” Frank declared.

“The question is why,” Violet said. “What could Eddie have discovered that was worth this level of retaliation?”

“Maybe he found something buried in the garden beds,” Bradley suggested.

“Or maybe he was stealing something from the garden and someone caught him,” Marcus offered.

“INDUSTRIAL ESPIONAGE!” Frank announced. “COMPETITIVE GARDENING INTELLIGENCE!”

As ridiculous as Frank’s theory sounded, Violet had to admit it wasn’t entirely impossible. Margaret Stone, the garden club president, took her horticultural achievements very seriously, and the regional gardening competition circuit was surprisingly competitive among senior living facilities.

The paramedics had successfully freed Eddie from his organic prison and were loading him onto a stretcher. He was conscious now, though clearly disoriented and covered in enough fertilizer to supply a small farm.

“Eddie!” Bradley called as they prepared to transport him. “Can you tell us what happened?”

Eddie turned his head slightly, squinting through the fertilizer smudging his glasses. “Margaret…” he mumbled. “Roses… shouldn’t have looked…”

“What about Margaret?” Violet asked urgently.

But Eddie had lost consciousness again, leaving them with a name and a fragment of information that could mean anything.

“Margaret Stone,” Agnes said, making notes. “Garden club president, rose garden obsessive, potential criminal mastermind.”

“We don’t know she’s a criminal mastermind,” Marcus protested.

“YET!” Frank added optimistically.

As the ambulance departed with Eddie, the investigation team was left standing in a garden that looked like the aftermath of a horticultural war zone.

“So what’s our next move?” Bradley asked.

“We investigate Margaret Stone and the garden club,” Violet said, reaching for her investigation kit, which had grown to include gardening gloves alongside her magnifying glass and emergency cookies.

“How do we investigate a garden club?” Agnes asked.

“UNDERCOVER HORTICULTURAL SURVEILLANCE!” Frank announced.

“Frank’s right,” Dolores said. “We need to infiltrate the garden club to understand the dynamics and figure out what Eddie discovered.”

“I don’t know anything about gardening,” Bradley protested.

“Neither do I,” Marcus added.

“That’s perfect!” Agnes said excitedly. “We can all be enthusiastic beginners who want to learn about roses!”

“EXCEPT ME!” Frank declared. “I’LL PROVIDE TACTICAL SUPPORT!”

“What kind of tactical support?” Violet asked.

“GARDEN BED EXCAVATION EQUIPMENT!”

“Frank, you can’t excavate the garden beds with your scooter.”

“WHY NOT?”

“Because that’s destruction of property.”

“IT’S EVIDENCE COLLECTION!”

“It’s the same thing!”

Their discussion was interrupted by Margaret Stone herself, who appeared carrying a watering can and wearing the kind of expression that suggested she’d just discovered vandalism in her personal domain.

“What happened to my roses?” she demanded, surveying the poison ivy replacement with the horror of someone whose life’s work had just been destroyed.

“Someone vandalized the garden overnight,” Bradley explained. “They also attacked Eddie Martinez.”

“Attacked Eddie? What do you mean attacked?”

“Someone buried him in the compost pile,” Agnes said, watching Margaret’s reaction carefully.

Margaret’s face went through several expressions in rapid succession—shock, concern, and something that might have been calculation.

“Buried him? Why would someone bury Eddie?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Violet said pleasantly. “Eddie mentioned your name before he lost consciousness.”

“My name? What did he say about me?”

“Something about roses and looking where he shouldn’t have looked.”

Margaret’s grip on her watering can tightened. “I don’t know what that means.”

“SUSPICIOUS DEFENSIVE RESPONSE!” Frank announced. “CLASSIC CRIMINAL EVASION!”

“Frank, please,” Bradley said, though he was watching Margaret’s reactions with interest.

Margaret looked around at the assembled investigation team, then back at her destroyed rose garden, then at the poison ivy that had been planted with such meticulous care.

“This is going to ruin us for the regional competition,” she said, and there was genuine distress in her voice. “Do you have any idea how long it takes to grow prize-winning roses?”

“How long?” Agnes asked, taking notes.

“Years! These roses were three-year plants, perfectly cultivated, ready to sweep the competition next month. Now…” She gestured helplessly at the poison ivy. “Now we’ll be lucky if we can even participate.”

“Maybe that was the point,” Violet observed. “Maybe someone wanted to eliminate Sunset Manor from the competition.”

“COMPETITIVE SABOTAGE!” Frank declared. “HORTICULTURAL WARFARE!”

“But who would go to such lengths?” Marcus asked.

“Someone with a lot to lose if our roses won,” Margaret said grimly. “The prize money for regional competition is ten thousand dollars, plus the prestige factor. Some facilities take this very seriously.”

“Ten thousand dollars is serious money,” Bradley agreed.

“Serious enough to bury people in compost?” Dolores asked.

Margaret looked uncomfortable. “I wouldn’t think so, but… gardening can be surprisingly competitive.”

Agnes was writing frantically. “So we’re looking at either competitive sabotage from rival facilities, or someone at Sunset Manor who wanted to prevent us from winning.”

“Or someone who discovered something in the garden that they didn’t want revealed,” Violet added, still watching Margaret’s reactions.

“Like what?”

“That’s what we need to find out.”

Margaret adjusted her grip on the watering can and looked around the group. “If you’re planning to investigate this… situation… I’d be happy to help. I know more about this garden than anyone.”

“SUSPICIOUS OFFER OF ASSISTANCE!” Frank announced.

“Frank, Margaret is the garden club president,” Bradley said. “Of course she knows about the garden.”

“THAT’S WHAT MAKES IT SUSPICIOUS!”

“Actually,” Violet said thoughtfully, “Margaret’s help would be very valuable. We need to understand the garden operations, who has access, what Eddie’s responsibilities were.”

“And we need to learn enough about gardening to blend in during our investigation,” Agnes added.

“I could give you all a crash course in horticulture,” Margaret offered. “We meet every Tuesday and Thursday for garden club activities.”

“That’s perfect!” Agnes said. “We can join the garden club and investigate from the inside!”

“HORTICULTURAL INFILTRATION!” Frank announced approvingly.

As they made plans for their undercover gardening education, Violet noticed that Margaret seemed very eager to involve herself in their investigation. 

“Margaret,” she said casually, “how well did you know Eddie’s work routine?”

“Very well. He’s been groundskeeper here for two years, very reliable, always consulted with me about garden planning and maintenance.”

“Any recent changes in his routine? New projects, unusual activities?”

“Well…” Margaret hesitated. “He’d been working some extra hours lately, staying after his regular shift to work on special projects.”

“What kind of special projects?” Dolores asked with the sweet voice that usually preceded devastating questions.

“Soil improvement, fertilizer testing, that sort of thing. Very dedicated to his work.”

“SUSPICIOUS OVERTIME ACTIVITIES!” Frank declared.

“Dedication to work isn’t suspicious, Frank,” Marcus said.

“IT IS WHEN IT RESULTS IN COMPOST BURIAL!”

“Fair point,” Bradley admitted.

As they prepared to begin their horticultural investigation, Violet made mental notes about questions to ask during their garden club education. Because in her experience, people who were eager to help with investigations usually had something to hide.

And Margaret Stone seemed very eager to help indeed.
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