
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


A GIFT FOR MAISIE BLOOM

JESSIE CAHALIN



Bookology Publications

jessiecahalin.com

First published in Great Britian in 2025 by Bookology Publications

Copyright © 2025 Jessie Cahalin

All rights reserved.

Book Cover by Fully Booked Design © 2025 Jessie Cahalin

Jessie Cahalin asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the express prior written permission of Jessie Cahalin except as permitted by International and Pan-American copyright conventions.

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

Ebook Edition © March 2025



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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Despite the sun bursting through the windows of Tanglewood Cottage, I shivered. Aunt Ada’s wellies and old shoes waited on the worn mat in the kitchen where she had pulled them off, and her favourite blue and green mug remained upside down on the draining board. I still expected her to breeze into the cottage, wearing her mismatched clothes and switch the kettle on. Though her body was never recovered from the Seine in Paris, the community wanted me to organise a memorial service so everyone could say goodbye, but I couldn’t face it. It seemed so final.

Seated at the oak table, I traced my finger around the empty glass cake stand and promised to leaf through her bulging recipe folders and bake some of her favourite cakes. A large photo canvas on the wall caught my eye. We were both standing in front of the towering lupins at the bottom of her garden, grinning into the lens. She had teased me that I was a quarter of a century.

On that day Aunt Ada handed me the keys to her cottage and the deeds. She said, ‘It makes me happy to gift my beloved cottage to you, Maisie, and take the pressure off your working life. I can’t wait to travel around France in my camper van and see Paris in springtime.’ There was a twinkle in her eye when I asked if she was travelling alone. Had she been with someone special when the boat sank?

Aunt Ada was keen for me to move into the cottage at weekends and holidays while I finished my teacher training. But my ex, Matt, and his housemates were given notice on their digs in Leeds, and he mentioned sharing a flat with stunning Connie. I rented a trendy penthouse with him in Leeds Docks, believing I had played a clever hand. After a year, I packed my bags, leaving behind a tiny piece of my heart in the draughty open plan apartment. Having licked my wounds at my parents’ house for a couple of months, I finished my teacher training course and found a job near to my aunt’s place.

The ancient cottage wrapped itself around me now. Smoothing my hand over a potbellied wall of my new home, I hummed my aunt’s favourite song - Paris in springtime. Unable to think of how she might have died in Paris, I swallowed the choking sensation that usually resulted in tears, finished the last drop of tea and looked at my phone. A notification indicated I had been accepted into the Heatherbridge Facebook page.

Scrolling through the page, I spotted a post with a candle GIF. A sucker for punishment, I could not resist reading the tribute to my aunt:

It is with deep sadness we must inform you that Ada Bloom has been presumed dead. Her life was taken too soon in a boat accident in Paris. She was the heart and soul of our community and will be missed. No one will ever win our hearts again like the mighty Ada Bloom!

My throat contracted with another sob, but it comforted me to know she had made an impression on Heatherbridge. Why was she the mighty Ada Bloom? Then I realised she would have been a force to be reckoned with when campaigning for the local library. ‘I miss you Aunt Ada,’ I said out loud and then read more comments from the community on the Facebook page.

Camellia: I am not convinced Ada passed away on that boat in Paris. She’s only presumed dead because her body wasn’t found. I have this funny feeling. And her niece moved in a bit too sharpish for my liking.

Hand over my mouth, I gasped. Did she think I had done something dodgy to get hold of the cottage? But then her observation also tapped into a little niggle in the back of my mind. When my gran died, I had sensed something sad had happened. My aunt’s death was a bolt out of the blue and it did not seem real.
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Chapter Two
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After a sleepless night worrying about the neighbours’ comments on Facebook, I decided to dismiss their opinions as gossip. Keeping busy when anxious was my default setting, so I decided to tidy up. The leaning towers of books in every room had to be the first job. My aunt had loved her home but complained about the books she amassed as an editor and book blogger and donated them to a charity when she could find time. I loaded the wheelbarrow with books and headed to the charity donation box in the village.

The rusty wheelbarrow groaned when I pushed it a couple of metres. July sunshine burned my back as I paused to give the royal wave to the neighbour Felix, who watched me from the steel and glass balcony of his terraced stone cottage. I wondered what Felix thought about my aunt being presumed dead. Maybe I should do a little investigation.

Crazy paving was easier to negotiate than the lawn, so I charged down the wonky garden path towards the potting shed, turning around to admire Tanglewood Cottage. The greyish sandy coloured stone and lilac door framed with sweet peas made me smile. Snuggled between two dwellings that looked as if they had been airbrushed for a magazine, my new home was the most inviting. Delphiniums and red-hot pokers offered a party of flames in the flower beds and stood proud above the marigolds that were being ravaged by slugs. I made a mental note to watch Gardeners’ World and avoid any of the TV murder mysteries.

Finally, I reached the bottom of the garden and stopped to rest my arms. But the wheelbarrow wobbled towards the narrow gateway at the end of the row of cottages.

Books tumbled to the ground as Felix arrived. His sparkling white short-sleeved shirt and crisp chinos reminded me to find the iron later. ‘Can I help you with your squeak?’ he asked, without any sign of a smirk on his perfectly sculpted face.

‘I can manage, thank you. There’s an oil can under the sink.’ I shoved the pile of books to one side with my foot. The wheelbarrow fitted through the gate with some force. Aware Felix studied me, I pulled my floppy hat over my eyes to disguise my face, shiny with sweat. My aunt’s creased floral blouse over my pink vest top and khaki walking shorts did not flatter me, especially with green wellies, but I loved the occasional waft of Chanel perfume from her clothes. Best to raise my head in the air and continue my wheelbarrow catwalk, rather than asking him any questions about Aunt Ada.

‘Wait a minute,’ he said, while inspecting the ancient Bella Mysteries as if they were objets d’art. ‘You might want to keep these exquisite collections. They’re set locally and part of our writing heritage. I thought you teachers loved books. Your aunt adored the Bella Mysteries.’ He thumbed the yellow pages without sneezing and added, ‘Printed in 1975, signed and first editions.’

His voice contained the mesmerising, knowledgeable tone of David Attenborough, and I found myself in a hypnotic state achieved only by consuming chocolate mousse cake. I could not think of anything to say.

‘Earth to Maisie,’ he said, moving his hand in front of my face.

‘Erm. I never saw Aunt Ada reading them, and I’m sure they were on her charity book pile. I’ll take them to the book bank.’

Scooping up the books with ease in his large, toned arms, he said, ‘Well, I’ll take care of them for the time being.’ His deep, clear voice boomed at me as if he was in the middle of a production of Hamlet. My best friend, Grant, would have a ball imitating him, particularly the way his left eyebrow appeared to shoot up towards his hairline. He reached into a worn brown leather wallet. ‘Here’s two hundred pounds deposit. You’ve three months to decide what you want to do. I’ll pay the rest if you want me to keep them. I love these vintage front covers.’ When Felix pressed the money in my hand, the essence of pine aftershave drifted towards me like the blast from my mother’s plug-in air fresheners. That he was prepared to pay more for second-hand murder mysteries made me keen to investigate Bella Mysteries online, but his money would be a useful loan until my first month’s salary.

Arm still outstretched and with the money safely in my fist, I smiled at Felix from beneath my hat. ‘Thank you.’

With his eyes fixed on the rim of my hat, I wasn’t sure if he wanted to say something or laugh. There were a couple of creases on his forehead. I tried to work out how old he was and guessed he was at least ten years older than me. Felix had always been on business in France when I visited. Maybe I’d invite him to dinner and break down the barriers. If my Aunt Ada had liked him, then I needed to give him a chance and Grant did mention something about romance with a neighbour in this month’s horoscope. ‘It’s a shame we haven’t met until now,’ I said.

‘I used to spend the summer in France, attending wild parties.’

An unfamiliar snorting giggle that reminded me of a sound effect in a cartoon escaped from me. I paused and changed the subject. ‘How well did you know my aunt, Felix?’

‘She was a good friend.’

‘That’s nice. Do you know why she went to Paris?’

‘She went to see an old friend.’ He sighed.

‘Do you know why she went away earlier than planned?’

‘No. We had a lovely evening together a week before she went, and she never mentioned a change of plans. I still can’t believe she has passed away. “Presumed dead” gives us a little hope, I suppose.’

His words triggered my anxiety caused by the opinions on social media. ‘Do you think my aunt is still ...’

Hand on my shoulder, he interrupted, ‘Don’t read the gossip, Maisie. Ignore Facebook comments and don’t be afraid to end conversations if they pry. We can all hope but, ...’

I nodded and picked up the wheelbarrow again to hide my flushed face.

He watched me and smiled again. ‘I know you’re busy, so I’ll let you get on.’

‘Cheerio, Felix.’ I waved my hand in the air as if involved in a sitcom from the sixties. Pulling down my hat, I shielded my eyes from his toned arms.
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Chapter Three
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Later that afternoon, my legs strained to correct the wheelbarrow as I zigzagged down Meadow Lane for the umpteenth time. I was grinning with the joy of my new life. My aunt had lost her life in Paris and I had no right to feel so happy. She had told me she was going on a research trip to attend to unfinished business, but I had never thought to ask her for details. I still wondered why she had gone away earlier than planned and had not said goodbye to me or Felix.

Outside Heatherbridge Stores, I found the green Oxfam box with ‘books’ written on the side. The metal flap nipped my fingers each time I posted a book. A pang of sadness made me sigh. If only I had thought of using the wheelbarrow when Aunt Ada was alive, she would have adored the plan. Breathing in lungs full of humid air, I glanced up at the hills surrounding the village. My feet were so wet inside the wellies they felt as if I’d been paddling in the river, so it was time to hunt in the store for some ugly walking sandals.

Heatherbridge Stores sold a little of everything, and goods were piled high on mismatched shelves. A waft of over-ripe bananas blended into the scent of plastic and washing powder. I spotted a petite shopping trolley which would be perfect for transporting books and other goods. Black plastic unisex sandals did not tempt me, especially when an elderly man tried some on with his white socks.

A gaggle of pensioners dressed in walking gear observed me, while the leader of the pack seemed to scan for my accomplice.

‘Lovely day for an ice cream,’ I announced.

The crowd assessed me as if they had seen me on a wanted poster.

‘Everything OK?’ I asked, wondering if they had read the comments online.

‘Any news on the memorial service?’ asked the leader, removing his hat when he spoke.

‘Not yet. The solicitor says there is paperwork to sort out in France.’

The group waited for me to speak again.

‘I’ll let you know.’ Felix told me to end conversations about my aunt. ‘Righto, I’ll choose an ice-cream.’ It took two hands and lots of heaving to open the ice cream freezer.

When I stood at the cash desk, I removed a shiny new book from a wire bookstand and smoothed my hand over the glossy photograph on the cover of Daisy’s Secret. I was unable to get the Bella Mystery back on the stand, so the shop assistant whisked the book from me with one clean sweep. An old edition of the novel was on my aunt’s desk in the study. I would read it later.

Leaving my wheelbarrow parked at the side of Heatherbridge Stores, I ambled over the packhorse bridge, known locally as Back o’ Beyond Bridge, and perched on a tall stone wall. A tingle of cold hit me when I bit into the chocolate covered ice cream. Locals in the shop had rattled me, making me feel as if I was under suspicion. I should not have read the Facebook comments.

The beep of a car startled me as Felix drove past in his battered blue Volvo. In truth, I expected him to be driving a brand-new Mercedes or at least a Range Rover. Finishing the last of the cold, crunchy chocolate, I decided the beep of the horn was friendly. I took out my phone to send a message to Grant who wanted a daily update on my antics since I had arrived. Just had a friendly beep from Felix.

Within seconds, he texted me. What’re you up to? SPILL!

I collected the wheelbarrow and then ran home, ignoring the phone beeping with messages.

Once inside Tanglewood Cottage, I let the Girls Just Wanna Have Fun ringtone play a few words before I answered. ‘Hello, Grant. Now’s not a good time. I’m busy with...’

‘Don’t you dare hang up!’ Grant’s voice was high pitched. I knew he would be emphasising words with his hands. ‘Shocking scenes have been whizzing through my mind. The horoscope I read to you was spot on. I told you tempted by the fruit of your neighbour meant passion and not the manky bowl of raspberries from the woman down the street. What have you been up to with Felix to make you pant like a dog running a marathon on a hot day?’

‘I need to catch my breath.’

Grant screamed and then there was a pause. ‘Don’t do this to me. I’ve got a date with a new bloke tonight and stress brings out my eczema.’

‘Got you!’ When I glanced out of the window to see if Felix’s car had returned home, I spied my aunt’s friends, Nora and Camellia walking down my path. ‘Speak soon, Grant. I’ve got visitors. Bye.’

There was a loud, assertive knock on the door.

Wearing a warm smile, I stepped outside and felt the rough concrete beneath my bare feet. Villagers surrounded the wheelbarrow stacked with books. There was an urgency to their rummaging as if they were in the sale of the century.

Camellia stepped forward, adjusting her floral dress. ‘We’re so pleased you haven’t thrown the books in the Oxfam box. After the bookshop closed and the mobile library was cut, we’ve all been a bit stuck. She pointed to a collection of coins and some five and ten pound notes on the doormat. We’ve put the money through the letter box as stated on the sign.’

With a smile still frozen on my face, I read the sign.

‘Newly qualified teacher lives here and needs a drinks fund. Post all contributions through the letter box. Thank you.’

Closer inspection revealed there was a tiny illustration of me below the black writing. My face now ached with the forced smile. It must be Felix, I reflected and then protested, ‘I didn’t write the sign.’ My goodness, did this mean Felix was not quite as sweet as he had seemed earlier?

‘Oh dear!’ Now Nora folded her arms across her slight body. ‘Have we upset you?’ Then she gazed longingly at the books she had balanced on the garden wall.

I stepped back inside the hallway and felt the coins and notes at my feet. ‘Carry on, ladies! I just don’t want you to think I’ve got erm ... a problem.’ I mimed a drinking action.

Nora patted the top of my hand. ‘I can’t blame any teacher for wanting a few drinks these days. Teachers need a medal. Ada was so proud of you when you qualified, and we all raised a cocktail to you.’

Tears emerged from nowhere. ‘That’s nice.’ My voice was a whisper.

Camellia hugged me gently. ‘It must be tough for you here alone when you’ve just lost your aunt in such terrible circumstances. We’ll bring back your aunt’s dog soon. Bronte will be company for you.’

‘I’d prefer Bronte to be here with me now. It’s what my Aunt Ada would have wanted.’

Camellia nodded. ‘Nora has become attached to the hound and needs time to get used to the separation.’

‘I suppose I can wait,’ I said, thinking of how Aunt Ada would have wanted to help Nora. ‘It’s still not real. I can’t believe Aunt Ada...’ I gratefully accepted a tissue from Nora. It smelt of peppermint and vanilla. ‘Do you think she’d tell me off for clearing out her books?’

Books clutched to her chest Camellia said, ‘Good grief, no. She always complained about her messy house. She got regular deliveries of books to read and used to share them.’

‘That’s OK then,’ I mumbled then blew my nose. ‘Goodnight.’

Camellia shoved her foot in the door. ‘I don’t know why she went alone to Paris in the springtime. She looked so sad when she was leaving. What a shock to read her name on the list of passengers feared drowned on the tour boat.’ Camellia beckoned for me to move closer. ‘Remember! Ada’s only presumed dead.’ She seemed to search my face for a clue.

Did Camellia know something? Without thinking, I asked, ‘Would you ladies like to come for afternoon tea on Tuesday?’ My aunt mentioned she often invited them to get an insight into the gossip.

‘We can have a good old natter. You can trust us.’ When Camellia scanned my creased blouse with her eyes, I felt as if an invisible barcode on my forehead would beep. 

‘Don’t get rid of her precious Bella Mysteries,’ added Nora. ‘She might want them if she turns up again.’
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Recipes were scattered all over the kitchen table. It had been a long day. I baked a gin and tonic drizzle cake for Camellia and Nora. Baking trays clattered on the floor when I rummaged through the cupboards for a tin to store the cake. Having attempted to plan my conversation with Nora and Camellia, I settled on a strategy to simply let them talk, hoping they might enlighten me.

Pounding on the door disturbed my thoughts. ‘Have you got any more books?’ asked an elderly man at the door. ‘And the sign says to post the money through the letterbox but I’m not keen on that.’ He handed me a fiver.

‘Last bag for today,’ I announced, tipping another bag of books into the wheelbarrow. ‘What’re you looking for?’

The man rummaged amongst the books and did not respond, so I returned to the kitchen and decided to deal with Felix. The bloomin’ sign made me appear desperate for cash, suggesting a motive to get rid of my aunt for the inheritance. It was all very well for him to say ignore the gossip, but I had to crush further rumours.

I set down a chilled glass of white wine on the worktop, then I assembled ingredients for a stir-fry. Smashing garlic with gusto, I considered what to say to Felix about the begging sign. I would knock on the door, shove the sign in his grasp then hand him a bottle of wine. I’d say, ‘Here’s the wine I bought you from your begging money.’ He’d pause, accept the wine then invite me in and we would laugh all about the day’s events.

I texted Grant for advice.

Girls Just Wanna Have Fun ringtone announced another phone call from Grant. ‘So, what’s this about a begging sign?’

‘Felix put a sign outside my house that was basically begging people for my beer money. He had no right!’ I spat out the words.

‘Oh, get over yourself, woman. He fancies you! Though he must be desperate if he saw the state of you in your wellies and charity outfit. It’s a sign! Oh my god, did you hear what I did there? Get over there with a bottle of wine and have fun. Have you eaten yet? You’re always emotional when you’re hungry and you’re not used to physical work, poor lazy Maisie.’

‘You’re right. I’ll go over there and give him a piece of my mind. I need to get it off my chest.’

‘Tell him you want him off your chest then.’ Now Grant snorted. ‘Be gentle with him, tiger.’

‘You give me awful advice, but I wish you were here, Grant. When’re you coming to stay?’

‘I have the job greeting people as Darcy at the museum. Money doesn’t fall through my letter box. I’m a poor actor.’ I knew he’d placed his hand on his forehead. ‘Must go, I’ve got a hot date with Chris. He’s a surgeon but you know my luck with these dating apps. Let’s hope I haven’t been stitched up. Pardon the pun. Anyway, go around there. Think tiger and not Tigger! Live a little! Love you, bye.’

I dropped the phone on the battered oak table. A photo of a young Aunt Ada stared at me. We both had the light brown hair with flashes of red and blonde like the rest of the Bloom family. ‘What should I do, Aunt Ada?’ I flopped into one of the armchairs, still agitated by Felix. The sign definitely labelled me as a money grabber or worse. I had to clear my name.

Before I had time to think again, I opened the latch, marched past people searching in the wheelbarrow and strolled to Felix’s cottage at the end of the row. A black knocker clanged against the door.

Felix arrived instantly, dressed in black sports shorts. He had a large professional camera in his hand. ‘Yes, Maisie. Can I help you? I’m a little busy at the moment.’

‘Erm, yes. I’m upset.’

‘Oh, dear.’ Empathy in his eyes reminded me of my grandfather and stopped me in my tracks.

I pushed back my curls and launched straight in. ‘I’m pleased you thought of a way for me to make money out of the piles of books. But why didn’t you ask me before you put up the sign?’

He rubbed his forehead. ‘I’m confused. What sign?’

‘The begging sign in front of the house,’ I chastised, thinking of a deep rich caramel sauce when I looked in his eyes. After blinking, I peered inside his cottage and spotted large black sofas scattered with tiger print cushions and matching throw. Think Tigger flashed in my mind. ‘Don’t do anything like that again. It’s just not on.’

‘You Blooms really do seem to have a strong eccentric gene. It will be like living next door to a young Ada.’ He laughed. ‘Maisie don’t tame those sexy curls. Ditch the straighteners.’

Flabbergasted he noticed my hair, I restrained myself from touching it.

‘Darling,’ complained a woman. ‘Darling, I can’t sustain this position for much longer. Be a love and get more wine.’

‘Amelia. I’m talking to Maisie, Ada’s charming niece.’

‘Sorry. I’ve disturbed you.’ My face was crimson.

As I turned to leave, I heard, ‘Invite Maisie in. If she’s anything like her aunt, then she’ll be game for a laugh.’

‘Another time,’ I whispered, fiddling with my hair.

‘Hello there,’ said Amelia, holding a purple velvet blanket around her. Most of her left leg was visible and the blanket was only just covering her breasts. Her blonde curls were pinned up in a style I’d seen in classic paintings. ‘Come in and join us. Do you have the same taste in gin as your aunt? We simply must get together and raise some cocktails to the old girl. Such a dramatic end to her life, but it made me smile to know there were probably bottles of gin in the bag she left behind on the boat. Bloody hell! Felix, it’s enough to make me want to smoke again when I think of Ada at the bottom of the Seine. I do hope she wasn’t alone in Paris. I like to think she had someone to keep her warm at night.’

Amelia conjured images I had pushed to the back of my mind. I strangled a sob, then tried to pull myself together. ‘Her pink gin is ace, but I am just about to cook my stir-fry so it’s not a good time. I just wanted to call about the sign and say I sold all the books in the wheelbarrow.’ My goodness, that certainly wasn’t giving him a piece of my mind and I never, ever used ‘ace’ - my mother used the word she collected in the eighties. ‘Goodbye, then.’ I had to fill the silence. ‘Must dash, I’ve left the oven on for my stir-fry.’ What on earth was I saying? ‘Stove. I mean the stove.’ I held up the palm of my hand. ‘What am I like?’ I added in someone else’s Liverpudlian accent.

Amelia and Felix stood so close to each other they almost appeared as one figure when the sunlight shone in my eyes.

‘Darling, we’re here for you if you need to talk about her.’ The sympathetic tone in Amelia’s voice quickened my steps towards the security of Tanglewood Cottage.

*
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My cheeks burned as I threw my keys in the hall. I should not have listened to Grant. Feeling hungry and disorientated, I heated up the wok. I’ve left the oven on for my stir-fry. Idiot! The spicy aroma of the cooking calmed me down.

Time to read myself happy, so I sat outside at the wrought iron table with my plate of food and the Bella Mystery. Earlier I had found an old copy of Daisy’s Secret, and I read it while scooping in large mouthfuls of vegetables and noodles. I ran through the woods with Daisy, in the novel. I closed the book and finished the remains of the cold food. Banished thoughts of Felix came to the surface and forced me to bury my face in my hands.

The summer’s evening rolled on as the book took me in its grasp. Daisy’s spirit drifted above the scene. She reached out to her husband who tried to wake her. Had my aunt’s spirit rested above the burnt-out boat? But I just did not know if ... My heart fluttered with hope: Aunt Ada was alive and well. They had not found her body so... ‘Don’t be daft,” I said, breathing out. Then Nora and Camelia’s emphasis on presumed dead spun around in my head for the millionth time. What if they were giving me some clues, leading me somewhere? I shook my head because though Aunt Ada liked them, she said they were gossips.

I forced myself to read until Daisy’s story had me in its clutches again and chased away my worries, but my back ached from sitting on the upright garden chair. Rubbing my back, I explored the garden and strode towards the potting shed in the meadow, noticing the signal on my phone seemed stronger.

I sent a text to Grant. Went next door and met with Felix’s lover. Feel like a chuffing idiot. He didn’t write the sign. Tigger. X

Chin up, darling. It’s a temporary blip. Like me, you’ll get your hero in the end. If he didn’t write the sign, then who did? Hot date alert here. Grant Xxx

A rustle in the hedge near the potting shed forced me back towards the cottage. Laughter drifted out of the open window in Felix’s cottage. As I entered the kitchen, I searched for my aunt to reassure me. Hot chocolate and an ancient pack of soggy bourbons soothed me. I Googled my aunt’s name, hoping to find an update from Paris. I scrolled through a couple of pages of emails and spotted an unread post from my aunt’s book blog Pages of Other Worlds. It was sent last week! Heart pumping, I clicked on the email.

Pages of Other Worlds Blog

Missing

I am devastated to hear the latest Bella Mystery has been delayed due to unforeseen circumstances. Following conversations with fellow fans of the mysteries on Facebook, I have decided to investigate the matter. I am suspicious Bella seems to have gone missing. There have been no updates on her website since the winter. I wrote to Bella Caron’s agent in the hope of uncovering the truth and here is the response:

Dear Miss Bloom,

Thank you for your letter expressing concern about Bella Caron. I appreciate there are many people out there waiting for the next adventure. The current manuscript is set in Paris and involves a series of characters who meet up in a local bistro. The story moves between timeframes and continents. I believe this story to be one of Bella’s best. I am delighted to inform fans the story is in collaboration with an anonymous writer.

Please be assured Miss Caron is working on the edits of her manuscript in a suitable location. The final version of the book has been delayed due to unforeseen circumstances I cannot disclose. Publication of the book will be later than planned.

Kindest regards,

Henri Duvall

Dear Readers,

Her agent called me, and my questions made him very, very angry. I am going to investigate and will be in touch. I can’t resist Paris au printemps.

Ada

Pacing the floor, I stared at the screen and reread the blog post again. Wow! I desperately needed a hug to calm me down. Realisation dawned on me, sending shockwaves scooting around my body. Maybe she was still in France, and I would see her again. Why hadn’t Felix mentioned the blogs? My mouth was so dry that I gulped down a half a litre of mineral water. The agent had been very, very angry with Aunt Ada. Was she in danger?

I toured my aunt’s website, hoping to find clues. I found a page entitled Bella Mystery Unsolved. I clicked on the page to discover a series of pictures in a gallery. The first picture was of a news headline ‘Bella Mysteries Delayed: Author Missing’. The link transported me to a local newspaper article, expressing concerns that Bella had gone missing over eighteen months ago. I jumped up and down at the thought Aunt Ada was alive and searching for the missing author.

I scrolled through the emails until I found my aunt’s blog post again. The blog referred to au printemps - she wrote the blog in the spring. I realised she had written it before the accident in June so it must be an old post. Still, I had to dig around just in case, and now books were cleared I could access the writing bureau that was packed with documents.

I meticulously worked through the documents jammed into the drawers, finding invoices for editing services, bills and old photographs of Aunt Ada and Dad when they were younger. I also found cards and pictures I had sent when I was very small, and this made me pause for a little cry. There were no letters, but I did find an old photo of my aunt in her twenties with a young man in what looked like the 1960s. ‘Aw, they were in love,’ I said. Who was the man and why did I get the feeling he was familiar? Sighing at the pile of stuff I had emptied on the floor, I continued to search in the drawers. They were stuffed with old calendars, packs of unopened Christmas cards and notebooks. Though frustrated I had not found anything useful, I crossed my fingers and made a little wish. Of course, if she had survived, I would have to explain the fact I had sold her books.
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Chapter Five
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My eyes flicked open when I heard knocking on the front door. Sunlight peeped through the blinds, and it took a few moments to realise I was in Tanglewood Cottage. Bang, bang, bang. It sounded like someone was barging into the front door with a giant boulder. Who was it? ‘Aunt Ada!’ Hope fluttered in my stomach.

Searching for my dressing gown, I threw piles of clothes into a heap and settled on the Christmas pyjamas I’d found stuffed at the back of the wardrobe. The knocking persisted. Please let it be Aunt Ada. Dashing towards the front door, I missed the last couple of steps but steadied myself with the handrail. ‘I’m coming, I’m coming,’ I shouted, expecting to find my aunt standing on the doorstep.

A beaming postman, who resembled the friendliest Father Christmas I’d ever seen, greeted me. ‘Morning! Where’s the lady that lives here?’ He handed over a large box. His kind blue eyes watched me. ‘She struggled to hear sometimes.’

My throat contracted. ‘She’s erm missing - presumed dead.’ A tear escaped.

‘Presumed dead?’ he asked.

‘She was on the tour boat in Paris. It’s been on the news.’

‘My goodness, I didn’t know because I’ve been off work for four months, travelling around Africa.’ He handed me a neatly folded tissue from a red packet. ‘I’m so sorry. She always greeted me with a big smile when I handed over her many parcels and asked about my grandchildren. Such a loss.’ He paused for a couple of beats and added. ‘Don’t give up hope. You never know.’

Dabbing my face with the tissue, I thought of the many parcels and wondered if any of them were from Paris. It was a long shot, but I asked, ‘Did she ever get parcels from Paris?’

He paused to think. ‘Erm. Let’s see. The post was mainly from the UK. She said the last signed for letter was her passport. But I think she did get a couple of letters and parcels from Paris. Yes. Why?’

Oh no, now I was making him suspicious and had to think of something in case Camellia and Nora interrogated him. ‘I’m just trying to get her things in order and make sure everyone knows what’s happened to her.’

‘I see.’

‘Do you know who sent them, by any chance?’ I asked.

‘Afraid not, love. She never said anything about it.’ He tapped my arm. ‘I’m so sorry. She was a lovely lady who was always happy.’

‘Always happy,’ I repeated, thinking of her smile.

‘Apart from the last time I saw her when she did seem a little withdrawn. But we all have our off days. Cheerio, love.’ He walked towards the garden gate and raised his hand.

Before I could call the postman back, Felix arrived with a smile befitting a toothpaste advertisement. ‘Good morning! Here’re the Bella Mystery books you lent me.’ My aunt’s books had been crammed into a large plastic container. The corner of his mouth shot upwards when he spotted the dog wearing a Christmas hat motif on my T-shirt. ‘Oh, and happy Christmas! Keep the money. Let’s call it your Christmas box, shall we?’

I tried to put the conversation with the postman to the back of my mind because I didn’t want to get upset in front of Felix. I changed the subject. ‘Wasn’t it you who wrote the sign requesting money for my drinks fund?’

‘No, it wasn’t! It’s a mystery. You’ll have to get a nice pair of Miss Marple brogues and solve the case.’ He rested his finger on the dimple in his chin and smiled.

He had no idea how much I wanted to solve my aunt’s disappearance, but I feared this was not the right time to ask more questions. ‘I’ll see what I can find in my dressing up box.’

His eyebrow crept up to his hairline, but he turned when he heard heels clipping on the pavement.

Having escaped from the pages of Hello!, Amelia glided towards us, wearing beige linen trousers and a matching blouse. ‘Hope we didn’t keep you awake last night.’ She looked me up and down like a security guard completing a risk assessment. ‘Are you ill? Poor you, sweetie.’ She kissed me on the side of my face, and I felt her lipstick attach to my face like glue. Snapping open her classic Chanel bag Amelia said, ‘Treat yourself at Heatherbridge Royal Spa. Here’s a token for you.’

‘Maisie doesn’t need spa treatments. She has a natural look and plenty of her own hair.’ He winked at me.

‘No thank you,’ I protested.

Amelia patted her bag. ‘OK. Maisie, let me know if you change your mind.’ When she air kissed Felix, her heady perfume found its way up my nose and made me sneeze.

‘Make yourself a hot toddy. We must do lunch next time I’m here,’ suggested Amelia, holding out her perfect pink and black striped nails. ‘We could get our nails done.’

‘Will do,’ I enthused, hiding my hands.

‘Are you OK?’ Felix stepped towards me and scrutinised my face.

‘The postman was talking about my aunt, and it upset me. He said she wasn’t herself the last time he spoke to her.’

‘She always seemed fine to me.’ Felix smiled.

Though I nodded, I realised Felix was often in his own world and probably not very perceptive. I had to rephrase the question in case it prompted a memory. ‘Did she seem worried about going to Paris?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘She was on top form.’ Amelia opened her phone and started to scroll through her Instagram account. ‘Look! Here’s a photo of the cocktail she made me the week before she left when we were at Felix’s place. She mixed it to match my outfit and called it Blackberry Kiss. Great evening.’

I glanced at a purple cocktail in a large vintage glass, wishing I had experienced one of her cocktail parties. ‘Looks delicious.’

‘It was divine.’ Grabbing one of Felix’s biceps, Amelia fanned herself with her other hand. ‘Felix, let me know in advance when you need to hire me. I can’t believe I get paid for the work. Ciao.’ She glided towards her black sports car and waved without turning to face us.

‘Goodbye, Maisie.’ Felix studied me with concern. ‘Take care of yourself. You know, Ada wouldn’t want you to be miserable.’

After the heavy door of Tanglewood Cottage shut, I checked myself out in the hall mirror, and a grown-up Orphan Annie stared back at me with a blotchy face. To complete the picture a massive spot had decided to make a grand appearance on my chin. ‘Who cares?’ I mumbled to myself, knowing I needed to smarten up and look like I owned the cottage rather than squatting in it. I made my way up the uneven staircase to my attic room and chose a pair of navy blue shorts and a vest top. My thoughts drifted back to Amelia’s insistence Aunt Ada had been fine. Felix had been distracted when I asked the question. Not knowing what to conclude, I texted Grant to distract myself and give my mind time to work through their comments.

How was the hot date? x

Waiting for a response from Grant, I shoved bread in the toaster, made instant coffee and then ripped open the parcel. Brand new shiny books screamed at me. A compliments slip from the author fell out of the parcel and the friendly tone made me happy.

Dearest Ada,

Many thanks for agreeing to review my novel. Reviews are like gold dust these days, so I’m excited to get your feedback. You are a gem.

Susie

She really had been a gem; always kind to everyone and pleased to offer support. Had her kindness led her to Paris to help an author in need? My aunt’s presence seemed to be everywhere from the note to the lovely memories people had of her. How could such a mighty presence be wiped out?

A beep alerted me to a message from Grant. Have you sorted out the cottage yet? I want to visit you in the summer, and I may bring a guest. Chris is the ONE! Gx

*
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I toured my cottage. The place was more spacious now, but I needed to build shelves for the leaning tower of books. At that moment, I missed Matt as he would have pushed me to get on with the task because he hated mess. It was not so long ago he had sent texts that made me blush at work, and I could not wait to get home. Connie broke the spell with eyes the colour of the Mediterranean. Matt would have mocked my suspicions about my aunt’s disappearance. With one swipe I deleted him from my phone. Anxiety about Aunt Ada twisted around in my head, so it was best to do something practical.

Instructions to construct the bookshelves were simple, and there were very few parts, so I managed the task in no time. Standing back, I punched the air with delight. ‘I don’t need Matt.’ Having dusted the Bella Mystery books, I arranged them on the shelves, but the spines were a little faded with age. When I pushed back the books to straighten them, they fell off and some slid down the back of the shelf.

A text arrived on my phone. Attach the metal brackets then screw the shelves to the wall. Dad x

Having attached the brackets to the shelves I attempted to drill the wall, but the drill bit broke off. After the third attempt, I searched for a solution on YouTube. The serious man on the screen talked about attaching an envelope below the drilling to collect the dust, so I did that. The smell of smoke from the drilling did not seem right.

I padded towards the kitchen for a coffee break, but the back door started to open.

Felix stood on the doorstep. Without invitation, he walked in and closed the door.

‘Do you need help?’, he demanded. There were even more lines on his face and his eyes seemed to have narrowed since the morning.

I took a deep breath and resisted pushing his pointing finger out of the way. ‘What the hell’re you doing with a key? Didn’t you think to knock?’

‘I did knock. The drilling went on so long I thought you were tunnelling your way out of the cottage, so I came to help the great escape.’

‘You’ve no right to just walk in my house. How many times have you been in here?’ I heard my voice bellow in the corridor.

He stared at me. ‘This is the first time. You also have my key. All the neighbours here keep keys just in case. You stopped bloody drilling and I got concerned about you. I work from home and haven’t been able to concentrate all morning.’ His tone lowered and sounded as if it had been coated in deep, dark chocolate again. ‘Give me that and let me have a go.’

Taking the drill from me, he made his way into the dining room. He laughed. ‘Are you expecting some letters?’

‘The envelopes catch the dust. Go on then, Mr Know-it-all,’ I stood back then smirked when he encountered the same problem. While he drilled, I texted my dad to find out the solution. ‘I need a masonry drill and some rawlplugs. I realised just now.’

‘Maybe the pixies will leave the rawlplugs in the little envelopes.’ Laughter smoothed out his face. ‘Right, I must go and get back to my work. I have a deadline.’

‘I thought you worked in the studio.’

‘Only for part of my job.’

‘What do you do?’ I asked.

There was no answer. 

I grabbed the opportunity to fill the silence. ‘Would you like to come for tea tonight? Nothing special. I’d like to apologise for the noise.’ And maybe, just maybe a few glasses of wine would loosen his tongue if there was anything he had noticed about my aunt.

He screwed up his face. ‘I can’t, sorry. I have deadlines to meet. I’ll be burning the midnight oil and Amelia is bringing me a takeaway on her way to Leeds. I’d love to have dinner another evening.’

Imagining a candle lit dinner, I panicked. ‘Of course. It wouldn’t have been anything special. I just fancied chatting about my aunt. Never mind.’ I wanted to kick myself to stop the nervous babble.

When he departed immediately, I wished it possible to press delete on the entire moment.

To calm me down, I considered a photo of my aunt on the kitchen dresser. She was standing outside her potting shed in the very same hat I had worn only yesterday. The photo frame was unfamiliar, and I was sure it had not been there before. My goodness, my mind was playing tricks on me now. My mother was right about me spending too much time alone.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Six
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Still nursing the wounds of Felix’s rejection and exhausted with concern for my aunt, I searched for something to sweeten the bitterness. Tasting some thin French chocolate biscuits from Paris, I mused on whether a friend, or even a lover had sent Aunt Ada supplies. Had she gone to stay with her friend when she went in search of the missing author? If only there was someone I could talk to about my aunt’s last couple of days before the accident. Disappointingly, Felix did not seem to know anything yet insisted everything was fine.

Reflecting on my conversation with Felix, I considered how he seemed distant. Would he even notice a change in my aunt’s mood? But then he had been kind when he noticed I was upset. Unable to fathom the situation, I bit into another stale, sweet biscuit but it did not satisfy my rumbling stomach, so I decided to go shopping. I wanted to buy a fish pie and salad to accompany it. Maybe I’d also treat myself to some rice pudding and add some spice and vanilla. Aunt Ada always insisted food could heal the soul. It was almost time for Heatherbridge Stores to close for lunch, so I dashed outside in my dusty clothes.

Having run about two hundred metres, I slowed down to a brisk walk and admired the street where I lived. The row of cottages made of the honey-coloured York stone all appeared to be leaning in different directions and chatting to each other. Each cottage in Heatherbridge village had a unique front door that made me want to step inside, particularly my next door neighbour’s bruised oak door with a faded heart wreath hanging on it. My aunt had told me a young couple lived there but were often travelling with work, so I had not met them. With no time to stop, I planned to call later to see if they had any further information about Aunt Ada. It was interesting how folk gave me information without realising it.
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