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Ellie Quicke had no great opinion of herself and her talents, but with her sharp eyes and knowledge of human nature, she was sometimes able to solve crimes in her neighbourhood.  

Mrs Dawes was outraged. Her mighty bosom heaved and her long earrings trembled with passion. ‘She should rot in hell!’


Mm. Well. Quite. It looked as if a tornado had struck the church, ruining the Harvest Festival flower arrangements created only that morning by Mrs Dawes and her team. 


Ellie Quicke had often acted as dogsbody to Mrs Dawes on such occasions. Today, however, Ellie had not been helping out in the church but had been on duty at the Book Sale in the hall next door. She’d been happy about that since raised voices had been heard in the church, and members of the flower arranging team had emerged from time to time, looking shaken and in need of a restorative cuppa. One woman had even fled to the loos in tears. 

This was because for the first time Mrs Dawes’ position as queen of the flower-arrangers had been challenged by Mrs Elder, the new organist’s wife. The result had been a second War of the Roses.

‘I’ve always decorated the pulpit, but she said – no, she ordered me to–’

‘I’ve never been spoken to like that in all my born days!’

‘She wanted to put peacock feathers into my arrangement–’

‘She said they’d use plastic birds over her dead body!’ 

‘She told the Brownies that they couldn’t decorate their usual windowsill, and poor little Jemma cried.’

Ellie supplied cups of tea and soothed ruffled feelings, thankful that she was well out of it. She was sorry for Mrs Dawes. A little. But that redoubtable dame had had things all her own way for years and perhaps it was time for a change.

Mind you, Mrs Elder was not noted for tact, and if changes had to be made perhaps she wasn’t the best person to deal with elderly women who’d been creating massive arrangements a la Constance Spry for years, and who would never use plastic birds in their display or stick flower heads all over a hat shape and call it ‘Joy in the Lord’.

Let the best woman win, thought Ellie. 

Only, what about the children? Seven of them had brought bunches of flowers – some of them wilting and several of them wild – in jam jars, which they’d been told were not worthy of display. Brown Owl was beside herself. Clearly she wanted to describe the warring ladies in terms more usually ascribed to dogs and cats, but couldn’t do so in front of the children. 


‘I have an idea,’ said Ellie, thinking rapidly. ‘Leave the children’s flowers with me. This afternoon, when all the flower arrangers have gone, I’ll pop into the church and tie the children’s flowers to the ends of the pews, where everybody can see them. How does that sound?’


Brown Owl went all dewy with gratitude. Ellie carefully stowed the jam jars with their offerings of every kind of flower – and weed – in the cool of the kitchen, and went back to serving coffee and tea.


After lunch she collected the children’s flowers and let herself into the church . . . only to find Mrs Dawes had just arrived and, crimson in the face, was gasping for breath.

The biggest of the flower displays were in pieces. Wrecked.


Mrs Dawes raised her fists to heaven. ‘I won’t sully my lips by speaking her name in this sacred place, but she should rot in hell!’ She collapsed into the nearest pew, scattering the peacock feathers she’d brought with her. Had Mrs Dawes chosen to come at a time when no one could prevent her putting them into one of the displays?


Looking around, Ellie too, was horrified. Carefully constructed arrangements had been wrenched apart. The tape which held the oasis base for the big display at the side of the altar had been cut, so that the flowers now lolled forward like a drunken man, face down in the gutter. The huge harvest sheaf, donated by the local baker and carefully preserved from year to year in the cupboard behind the organ, had been broken in half. As for the flowers on the pulpit – most were on the floor!


A stir of fresh air and Mrs Elder, the organist’s wife swept in, carrying six plastic hummingbirds which she’d obviously intended to put into her own display when Mrs Dawes’ back was turned. 

Mrs Elder’s jaw dropped and her somewhat prominent eyes went wide with shock. She turned on Mrs Dawes, spluttering, ‘You . . . criminal!’


Mrs Dawes shot back. ‘I don’t know how you dare show your face!’


Ellie could see a cat fight coming on. ‘Calm down, both of you.’ Her sharp eyes had spotted something glinting in the ruined flower display on the pulpit. She reached into the wreckage and withdrew a large pair of gardener’s scissors, which had been left in the middle of the arrangement. ‘Whose is this, do you think?’


‘That’s not mine,’ said Mrs Elder, producing hers.


‘Or mine,’ said Mrs Dawes, waving hers.

Ellie read the initials scratched on the blades. ‘It’s Mrs Dawes’ old one, that she put in the jumble sale. Who bought it, do you know?’

Mrs Elder said, ‘Who would dare to wreck the decorations in a church?’ 

Yet both she and Mrs Dawes were obviously thinking furiously who it might be. As was Ellie.


‘Someone who felt they’d been badly treated,’ said Mrs Dawes. ‘You do rather go on at people, Mrs Elder.’


Mrs Elder reddened. ‘And you are noted for plain speaking, if I may say so.’


‘I only want the best for God.’

Mrs Elder pinched in her lips. ‘Humph.’

Ellie felt that someone had to say it and, with no one else around, it seemed to be up to her to do so. ‘What I think is, that you were competing with one another, and not thinking at all about giving thanks to God for the harvest.’

‘How dare you!’ yet there was no fire in Mrs Dawes any more.

Mrs Elder grimaced, but acknowledged the hit. She began to look at the destruction in detail, and held up her hands in despair. ‘What’s to be done? And, oh . . . look at the harvest bread! In two pieces!’

Mrs Dawes bustled to her feet. ‘We must save what we can. We’ll throw away the broken flowers, start all over again. Perhaps if we don’t try to fill every window-sill but use some of the flowers from the untouched arrangements . . .’

‘But the harvest bread!’

‘I know the trick of that,’ said Mrs Dawes, her years of experience giving her the edge. ‘We take toothpicks – I’ve seen some somewhere in the flower cupboard – and insert a number of them half way into the top part of the loaf, so that the bottom ends stick out, and then lower it into the base to join the two halves together. You can hardly see the join if you do it carefully. If you can help me, dear? It’s definitely a two-person job.’

Ellie slipped out of the church and crossed the road to knock on the door of a nearby house. A wispy little woman opened the door. May was not only on the flower arranging team but also responsible for cleaning the brass. She was the child Jemma’s gran. It was Jemma who’d cried that morning when the children’s floral offerings had been rejected, and it was May who’d fled to the loo in tears.

Ellie held up the scissors. ‘These are yours, aren’t they? I remember you buying them.’ 

May nodded, white-faced. ‘Oh dear, oh dear. Yes, they’re mine. After they’d all gone this morning I went in to the church to give the brass a rub up for tomorrow, and I couldn’t stop thinking how they’d laughed at the children’s offerings and it made me so mad! And then, I don’t know what came over me.’ Colour tinged May’s cheeks. ‘Well, they deserved it.’

‘They forgot what harvest is all about.’

May sighed. ‘So did I. Only, afterwards, I thought it wouldn’t only be them that would be upset. I thought God would be upset, too.’


‘Saddened, perhaps,’ said Ellie. ‘But now they’ve got over the shock, perhaps they can work together in future, and that must be good. Perhaps He’s smiling again now.’


‘Oh, no!’ said May, shocked. ‘However could you say such a thing! I shall have to ask their forgiveness first; and then God’s.’


Ellie had forgotten that May had no sense of humour. ‘Sorry. Of course you must apologise. Now the ladies have forgiven one another and I’m sure they’ll forgive you, too. As He will when you talk to Him about it. Will you come back with me now to help put things right?’ 


May took a deep breath. ‘It’s too late.’


‘It’s never too late. And you can put the children’s flowers on the end window-sill, because there’s space there for them now.’


May’s tone was reproving. ‘The children picked their flowers with God in mind. I’m sure He appreciates them as much as any of their grand flower displays.’


‘Er, yes. Of course. I agree,’ said Ellie, ‘And when we’ve finished, I’ll make us all a nice cup of tea.’
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