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      Three gardeners.

      One embankment.

      And far too many “accidents.”

      When yet another tragic fall occurs in the immaculate garden of Elspeth Petherbridge, most of Bellfield call it dreadful luck. After all, slopes can be treacherous and pruning can be dangerous work.

      But Mavis of Wren Cottage has lived long enough to recognise a pattern when she sees one.

      Between pouring tea, serving warm scones, and quietly observing the ripple of unease through Ivy Crescent, Mavis begins to notice that each accident follows a familiar mistake — a misunderstood instruction, a ruined plant, a moment of raised emotion on unstable ground.

      As whispers spread and old memories surface, Mavis must gently untangle whether these deaths were simple misfortune… or the tragic consequence of loving a garden too fiercely.

      In Bellfield, even the sunniest camellias can cast a shadow.

      A warm, witty, and bittersweet cozy mystery from the beloved Wren Cottage Short Stories series — perfect for readers who enjoy gentle suspense, village secrets, and a keen‑eyed amateur sleuth.
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      Mist drifted low across the Dandenong ranges that morning, settling into the gullies and threading itself through the tall mountain ash like something undecided about whether to stay. It softened fences and blurred rooflines, turning the ordinary geometry of Ivy Crescent into watercolour.

      Mavis Bletchley stood at her kitchen sink and watched it gather along the camellia hedge that separated Wren Cottage from next door.

      She had always trusted mist. It revealed things slowly.

      The kettle clicked off behind her. Wellington, who considered himself senior partner in all domestic decisions, sat squarely on the bench and regarded the world through narrowed eyes. He disapproved of mornings on principle.

      Mavis poured boiling water over loose-leaf Earl Grey and allowed the steam to rise into her face. Eighty years had not made her fragile. They had made her attentive. She no longer rushed toward events. She waited to see what they were.

      Which was why, when she noticed the police car in Elspeth’s driveway, she did not gasp.

      She simply set the teapot down with more care than usual.

      The vehicle was parked at an angle on the gravel, not urgent but not casual either. No flashing lights. No ambulance. Just quiet authority sitting where Trevor Pike’s ute was normally parked on Thursdays.

      “Oh dear,” she said softly.

      Her first thought was not of crime.

      It was of Elspeth.

      For nearly two years now, Mavis had been keeping what she privately called a “neighbour’s watch,” though not the curtain-twitching variety. This one involved tea, tact, and pretending not to notice repetition.

      Caroline Petherbridge had asked her.

      Not formally. Not in writing. Just one humid December afternoon when the hydrangeas were drooping and Christmas felt unnecessarily ambitious.

      “Mum’s fine,” Caroline had said, eyes fixed on the garden beds. “She’s managing beautifully. It’s just that sometimes she forgets small things.”

      Small things.

      Like whether she’d turned the oven off.

      Like which day the gardener was due.

      Like whether she’d already paid him.

      “I don’t want to overreact,” Caroline had continued. “But if you notice anything that… changes, could you let me know?”

      Mavis had nodded. Because she would want the same if she were the daughter. Because she understood that distance magnified worry. Because neighbourliness still meant something.

      What she had not agreed to — though it seemed to be arriving regardless — was becoming the dividing line between independence and supervision.

      Elspeth was physically robust. Strong-backed, steady on her feet, brisk when discussing fertiliser ratios. But her memory had begun to fray at the edges.

      There had been small moments.

      A cheque written twice to the milk delivery.

      A story about a camellia cultivar told three times in one sitting.

      Confusion about whether Malcolm — the previous gardener — still worked for her.

      Nothing catastrophic.

      Nothing that justified a phone call saying, It’s time.

      But enough that Mavis watched.

      She lifted her cup and moved slightly closer to the window.

      Two uniformed officers were stepping out of the car.

      They were not approaching the front door.

      They were walking toward the side gate.

      Toward the garden.

      A thin thread of unease tightened in her chest.

      Trevor had been due at eight.

      Reliable as rain in June, that boy. Well — not a boy. Mid-forties perhaps. Capable hands. A respectful manner. He had repaired the lower sleeper steps last month after heavy rain shifted the soil.

      “Elspeth shouldn’t be navigating this slope alone,” he’d said mildly, brushing earth from his gloves.

      Mavis had agreed.

      Elspeth had laughed.

      “I’ve managed it for twenty years.”

      Which was true.

      But twenty years ago she had not stood in her own kitchen searching for the word teaspoon.

      Mavis set her cup down untasted.

      If Elspeth had fallen⁠—

      No ambulance.

      If she had wandered⁠—

      No search party.

      If she had called the police herself⁠—

      Why the garden?

      The mist was thinning now, revealing the slope behind Elspeth’s house. It dropped toward a damp fern gully, divided by a narrow line of timber sleeper steps. Moss gathered along their edges in winter. It was not treacherous. But it required attention.

      A car door closed next door.

      Mavis made her decision.

      She removed her apron, smoothed her cardigan, and slipped her feet into sensible shoes.

      “Stay,” she told Wellington.

      He blinked once, which she interpreted as reluctant approval.

      Outside, the air smelled of wet bark and cold earth. Her camellias were heavy with buds — another fortnight and they would open extravagantly. She ran a hand lightly along one branch as she passed through her gate.

      Whatever was happening next door, the garden would continue.

      She reached the low dividing fence just as Elspeth stepped onto her verandah.

      Even from a distance, something in her posture was wrong.

      Elspeth was very straight.

      Too straight.

      Her hands were clasped tightly in front of her, fingers laced as though bracing against invisible wind.

      “Mavis,” she called.

      Mavis crossed the narrow stretch of grass.

      “What’s happened?”

      Elspeth looked at her, and for a brief moment there was something unguarded in her expression — confusion, perhaps, or shock arriving late.

      “It’s Trevor,” she said.

      Mavis felt the ground of the morning shift slightly.

      “What about him?”

      “He’s fallen.”

      One of the officers approached, removing his hat with quiet courtesy.

      “Mrs Bletchley? I’m Senior Constable Harris. Your neighbour asked if you might join her.”

      Of course she had.

      “Is he hurt?” Mavis asked.

      The constable’s pause was small but unmistakable.

      “He was found unresponsive at the base of the embankment. Paramedics have attended.”

      Found.

      The word carried weight.

      Mavis turned her head toward the slope.

      The mist had lifted enough now to reveal movement below — another officer, someone kneeling. The earth looked dark and freshly disturbed. The sleeper steps cut their narrow line down through the shrubs.

      “I told him it was damp,” Elspeth said quickly, almost defensively. “I said it was slippery this morning.”

      “I’m sure you did,” Mavis replied gently.

      Her
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