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      In a sunny Australian garden, beauty blooms, gossip grows, and trouble has a way of taking root.

      Margaret Vale knows every garden on Camellia Lane has its secrets. Some are harmless: neglected roses, borrowed cuttings, whispered disagreements over fences. Others are harder to ignore.

      When a proposed development threatens the neighbourhood, Margaret finds herself drawn into a tangle of suspicious behaviour, damaged plants, old grudges, and neighbours who know more than they admit.

      With her beloved camellias at risk, a quiet man beside her, and trouble spreading through the lane, Margaret must work out who can be trusted before the place she fought to keep is changed forever.

      Warm, witty, and gently twisty, Bloom and Doom is a cosy Australian mystery novella full of garden gossip, neighbourly suspicion, second chances, and a little dirt under the fingernails.
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      The camellia had outlived Margaret Carruthers’s marriage, three prime ministers, and her favourite teacup — the one with the delicate blue flowers that had finally surrendered to gravity during a particularly irritating interview on the morning news.

      Margaret stood at the precise edge of the empty ground where the shrub had once anchored itself and felt the peculiar, almost physical quiet that follows a deliberate subtraction. It was not the gentle absence of something gone. It was the pressing presence of something taken.

      For thirty-two years the camellia had stood beside the terracotta birdbath at Birch Cottage, flowering through fog and frost with a reliability Margaret had once envied in husbands. Now there was only a neat wound in the soil: clean-edged, expertly lifted, and far too polite to be accidental.

      The Dandenongs did not begin their mornings with fanfare. Light filtered through the cathedral heights of mountain ash in careful gradients, turning the persistent mist silver. Moisture gathered along the serrated edges of tree fern fronds and fell, one considered drop at a time, onto moss darkened by night rain. The air smelled of damp earth, eucalyptus oil, and the faint sourness of leaf litter beginning its long, useful decay. Margaret had always valued that about the mountain. Nothing here rushed to explain itself.

      Next door, beyond the low boundary hedge that divided Birch Cottage from Elspeth Petherbridge’s garden, Wychwood sat with its curtains still drawn. Elspeth’s house was older than Birch Cottage, steeper-roofed and more severe, with sandstone steps worn shallow in the middle and camellias disciplined into glossy obedience along the front path. Even in mist, it looked as though it disapproved of uncertainty. Margaret understood the impulse. She was sixty years old and had been divorced long enough for people to have stopped lowering their voices when mentioning Robert.

      At first, after he left, neighbours had brought casseroles and behaved as though he had died, which Margaret had found both touching and inaccurate. Death, she assumed, carried a certain final dignity. Divorce involved paperwork, dividing the good linen, and discovering that a man who could not remember where the spare fuse was kept had developed startling precision over superannuation.

      Robert had gone to Warburton with a woman who made stained-glass lampshades and wore anklets in winter.

      Margaret had kept Birch Cottage, the cat, the better secateurs, and her sense of proportion.

      She had also kept the camellia. They had planted it during the winter Robert retired from forty-three years at the railway workshops, before either of them understood that a man could leave a marriage years before he packed a box.

      He had come home that final day carrying a modest cardboard carton containing his personal tools: a spirit level worn smooth, a tape measure with numbers faded to ghosts, a pencil stub he had sharpened every Monday with religious consistency. He set the box on the kitchen table and stood beside it as though awaiting instructions from an authority that had failed to appear.

      Retirement had been entirely his decision, discussed with the methodical precision he brought to everything, but it unsettled him. Robert had been a man of timetables and measurable tasks, of working days that began at seven-fifteen and ended at four-thirty, of effort recorded and approved by people who wore name badges.

      Margaret, who had spent thirty-seven years teaching children how to conjugate irregular verbs and diagram sentences with near-mathematical precision, understood structure. She understood that meaningful endings required equally deliberate beginnings.

      She also understood, though not then, that some men mistook a wife’s steadiness for furniture.

      “We’ll plant something substantial,” she had announced that grey afternoon, setting down her tea. “If we’re staying up here permanently, we may as well do it properly.”

      Robert had chosen the camellia after an hour at the local nursery. Not the flamboyant crimson variety the young assistant recommended with the breathless certainty of someone who believed bigger was invariably better, but a modest blush cultivar that promised to flower through the mountain’s harsh winters.

      “It’ll give the birds something worthwhile to do when the rest of the garden’s gone to sleep,” he had said, running his weathered fingers along the glossy leaves with unexpected gentleness.

      They had debated the technical aspects with the comfortable intensity of two people who still believed disagreement meant partnership.

      Robert dug the hole too wide by Margaret’s standards; Margaret insisted on significantly deeper excavation than Robert deemed necessary. They negotiated. They compromised. They adjusted soil pH and argued gently over drainage angles until both were satisfied.

      The plant settled in with grateful determination. The marriage did not.

      Over the years, the camellia became an anchor in Margaret’s garden and then, after Robert’s departure, a witness. It marked the turning of seasons with botanical punctuality, provided a backdrop for photographs of visiting nieces, cast precisely the right amount of shade over the terracotta birdbath, and blocked her view of the place by the side gate where Robert had once loaded the last of his boxes into Caroline Petherbridge’s borrowed trailer.

      That detail still annoyed Margaret. Not the leaving. Not anymore. The trailer. There were indignities one should not be asked to revisit every time one borrowed sugar.

      Robert had been gone twelve years now. The camellia had remained. It had flowered the winter after he left with such extravagant disregard for human disappointment that Margaret had considered it a personal kindness.

      Now the empty birdbath reflected only morning sky and the occasional cloud drifting past like a lost thought. Margaret folded her arms and catalogued the evidence with the analytical clarity she had once applied to essays written in fading blue ink by students convinced that creativity exempted them from punctuation.

      Soil: lifted cleanly and backfilled with care. Roots: severed by someone who knew where to cut and where not to. Mulch: redistributed to disguise the disturbance. Gravel path: undisturbed, which required planning. Surrounding plants: barely brushed. No snapped stems. No boot-scuffed panic. No drag marks. This was decidedly not the work of bored teenagers, frustrated wallabies, or the sort of petty thief who stole hanging baskets from church fetes. This was professional transplantation. Whoever had done it understood root systems, drainage, and the value of mature camellias.

      “Interesting,” Margaret said. Wellington, who had followed her outside against express instruction, sat on the path and curled his tail around his paws. He was a large black cat of uncertain ancestry and absolute self-belief. He glanced at the mulch covered earth, then at Margaret, as if to say that he personally would have buried the evidence better. “Yes,” Margaret told him. “Quite.”

      Across the lane, a utility vehicle crawled past too slowly for innocence. Margaret turned her head. The ute was white, washed recently but not lovingly, with green lettering on the door: SOUTHERN TERRAIN ECOLOGICAL RESTORATION.

      Beneath that, in smaller print: Stability. Sustainability. Renewal. The driver did not look at her. A man in a dark fleece vest sat behind the wheel, one hand high on the steering wheel, his attention apparently fixed on the curve ahead. Yet the ute slowed at Elspeth’s frontage, then again at the bend where Camellia Lane narrowed between Margaret’s hedge and the steep drop toward the gully.

      Margaret had seen the same vehicle twice that week.

      Southern Terrain had been making itself increasingly visible in Kallista and the neighbouring villages, attending council briefings, sponsoring Landcare morning teas, and circulating tasteful pamphlets printed on recycled paper thick enough to suggest moral seriousness. Their proposed “stabilisation and access improvement program” for the upper lanes had not yet been approved, but Mr Adrian Vale, the company’s regional projects director, spoke of it at public meetings as though permission were merely a clerical form of destiny.

      Camellia Lane, according to Mr Vale, was charming but vulnerable. Old plantings. Informal drainage. Steep private gardens. Ageing residents. The phrase ageing residents had travelled the length of the lane by afternoon tea.

      Margaret had not liked it. She was not fond of being summarised. The ute disappeared into the mist. Next door, a curtain shifted at Wychwood.

      Margaret looked toward Elspeth’s house. Elspeth Petherbridge had lived at Wychwood for nearly forty years and maintained her garden with a discipline Margaret privately considered excessive but often admired. Her camellias were not permitted spontaneity. Her roses knew their duties. Her paths were edged so sharply they might have been drawn with a ruler.

      At eighty-two, Elspeth remained physically formidable: straight-backed, gloved before breakfast, and capable of discussing fertiliser ratios with a briskness that made younger gardeners question their life choices.

      But lately small things had begun to loosen around her. A cheque written twice to the milk delivery. A story repeated three times in one sitting. A cup of tea made without tea leaves. Once, in March, she had asked Margaret whether Malcolm Beattie was late again.

      Malcolm Beattie had not worked for Elspeth in six years. He
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