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Annabelle Darlin stumbles upon a strange mystery with a bizarre twist after a collectable doll goes missing and a customer is murdered. She races to solve the mystery of the connection between the two crimes before the real killer gets away.


**

Annabelle Darlin finished setting up the donuts display at the Darlin Donuts Café while her aunt Gabby helped by making sure the counter was clear and ready for the morning rush. Soft music played in the background to create a relaxing ambiance in the donut shop.

Annabelle made sure to place her chocolate-filled donuts of the day up front. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee and the yummy fragrance of the freshly fried donuts wafted to her nose. What a delightful scent. It made her hungry. 

The chime sounded when the door opened and she looked up.  

“Good morning, Penelope,” she said to one of her regulars. “What can I get for you today?”

Penelope’s eyes looked somewhat anxious. She wasn’t her usual cheerful self. She looked a bit distracted, glancing over her shoulders every now and then.

Penelope was a vibrant middle-aged woman who loved to dress eccentric. Today, she wore a large stylish caped red coat and a yellow floral dress underneath. Her bright red lipstick matched the color of her red coat. Her blond hair was swept up into a lovely 1960s style hairdo. 

Penelope then glanced at the display shelf, eyeing the rows of donuts.

“I’ll have two chocolate-filled donuts, please. And two coffees, black.”

“Sure, no problem,” Annabelle said. “Is everything okay?”

Annabelle loved pleasing her customers and they came from all walks of life. Rich, poor, working-class, and those who were in between jobs. Everyone came to the Darlin Donuts Café to hang out and mingle and enjoy savoring treats from the menu while chatting by the fireplace.

It wasn’t too long ago that Annabelle was in between jobs wondering how on earth she would make ends meet. 

It turned out to be a blessing in disguise when Annabelle was suddenly laid off from her job and moved back to the small town of Apple Cove, a town of rolling green hills, apple orchards and the freshest country air you’d ever breathe in, just outside the city of Toronto. Not only did her now ex-boyfriend leave her for their boss—talk about tension mixed with heartbreak, but she escaped the hamster-wheel rat race and used some of the severance pay to open up her own small business, Darlin Donuts café. She had the pleasure of serving the finest customers and being a part of the lives of many wonderful people. Sadly, it wasn’t all fun and food when bad things happened—like murder.

Annabelle finished boxing up the treats while her aunt Gabby poured the coffee. 

After Penelope paid for the donuts and coffee, she sighed deeply.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Annabelle asked again, concerned.

From the corner of her right eye, Annabelle could see a customer seated in the corner pause and look up.

The café wasn’t busy yet since they’d just opened up. But the morning rush would be coming in soon. There were only a few people seated right now.

Annabelle also noticed Penelope’s left earring was missing and it looked as if there was a scratch on the side of her face. Annabelle was about to say something when Penelope took out her phone and said, “Look at this.”

Annabelle glanced at the screen of her customer’s phone. “Oh, what is that?”

“Bella. She’s one of my collectable dolls.”

“She’s lovely.”

“She’s gone.”

“Gone?”

“Yes, she’s missing. I looked everywhere for her. She went missing after my book club meeting at my home.”

“Oh, no. That’s terrible.”

Just then, a call came in on the phone. The caller was identified as Vincent – Fiancé.


“Here you go. You have a call coming in.” Annabelle handed the customer back the


phone.

Penelope ignored the call and rolled her eyes.

“Aren’t you going to answer the call?”

“He can wait. He’s too impatient.” She pouted.

Okay.

“So, did you ask any of your book club members if they’d seen her?” Annabelle asked, hopefully.

“Yes, I did. No one noticed she was even missing from the shelf.”

“Oh dear. Do you know who would have wanted to take your doll?”

“My fiancé always hated my dolls but I don’t think he would dare touch them. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was my step-brother.”

“Why would he do that?”

“For a prank.”  

Penelope had always said she’d been born lucky and never had to work a day in her life. Her folks were well off and she spent most of her time doing leisurely things. She seemed like a friendly person who loved to entertain guests and travel. Annabelle wondered who could have done this to her?

Or was it possible the doll had been misplaced?

“Maybe you misplaced it,” Aunt Gabby blurted out while straightening her apron, as if she’d read Annabelle’s thoughts.

“No, I did not misplace it. I do not misplace things,” Penelope said, sharply. 

“Oh dear, sorry I didn’t mean to upset you,” Aunt Gabby said, sincerely.

“I’m sorry,” Penelope replied, sighing deeply. “I’m just not in a good mood.”

“That’s okay. You can just replace her,” Aunt Gabby added.

Penelope looked stunned.

Oh, boy. Annabelle appreciated her aunts working with her at the donut shop. But she sometimes wished they wouldn’t always say the first thing that came to their mind, even though they meant well.

She could tell Penelope was getting restless now. “It’s a rare collectible item. My father gave it to me years ago.”

“I see,” Aunt Gabby said. The door chime sounded again and Aunt Gabby seemed all too excited to excuse herself from the conversation to assist the next customer.

“I’m really sorry your doll was stolen. I hope it turns up soon.”

“I doubt it.”

“You look so sad.”

“She was my retirement plan.”

“Your what?”

“Oh, never mind.”

“You said retirement plan.”

“Yes, I have a large collection of dolls on display in my study. But the one that’s missing is a rare classic and it’s worth a lot.”

“Oh, no.”

“I should put a poster up to ask for her return to see if anyone has seen her.”

“Can I take another look?” Annabelle asked.

She showed Annabelle her phone screen once again. The doll was on a bookshelf display case and there was something strange about the doll’s eyes. Annabelle enlarged the photo again with her fingers on the screen. It was a pale looking doll with a large head and stony eyes. There was something off about the eyes. Annabelle thought she would be frightened to have such a doll in her home staring at her like that but who was she to judge another person’s taste? 

She knew of a friend who also collected dolls over the decades and had a massive 1,000-doll collection worth over a quarter of a million dollars. But Annabelle couldn’t see this particular doll worth that much. Still, she would be on the lookout for it.

“If I see her turn up anywhere, I’ll be sure to let you know, Penelope.”

“Thank you. I hope she turns up safe and in one piece. I’ll kill anyone who does anything to her.”

Annabelle froze. Those were harsh words for a doll collector or anyone for that matter.

“Surely, you don’t really mean that,” Annabelle chuckled, nervously.

“Oh, no. Of course not. I just mean I’d be upset if anything happened to my darling Jenny.”

“You gave her a name?” Aunt Gabby asked.

“I name all my dolls.”

“Nice,” Annabelle said. “I understand. I used to name my dolls too when I was...”

She was about to say when she was younger but decided not to finish her sentence.

Just then the door chime sounded again. This time it was Penelope’s boyfriend, Vincent. “Hurry up, I’m double parked,” Vincent shouted at her.

“Just wait!” she shouted back.

Annabelle swallowed hard. She’d never seen Penelope so furious before like this. And her boyfriend Vincent wasn’t any better.

“I’ve been waiting long enough,” Vincent argued. “I hope you’re not still yapping about that stupid creepy doll. Hurry up!” 

“If you did anything to her, I’ll kill you,” Penelope said.

“Yeah. Whatever.” He then rushed back out.

Customers looked up at that scene. Darlin Donuts was a quiet comfy café with a warm friendly atmosphere. She didn’t appreciate his behavior. 

Penelope grabbed her coffees and donuts and walked out, fuming.

“Well, those two seem to be so in love. It looks like something else is missing in her life—-love,” Aunt Edna, her cheeky aunt said as she walked in through the kitchen swinging doors. She must have overheard their conversation.

Annabelle shook her head and grinned. “Aunt Edna.”

“What? It’s true.”

“I hope she’ll be okay. I didn’t like the way he spoke to her.”

“Over a doll?”

“Well, people have things in life they cherish. Nothing wrong with that,” Annabelle said.

“You would think it was a missing child!” her aunt said, incredulously.

“Aunt Edna, who are we to judge? Her dolls bring her happiness, obviously. And if someone stole one of them, well, that’s a crime. Theft of another person’s property is wrong.”

Aunt Edna sighed.

Annabelle wiped down the countertop. “It’s not my business but I always wish my customers well and hope they’re doing okay in their life.” But Aunt Edna was right. Her boyfriend seemed so furious and irate with her. She remembered what that was like, having a fiancé that was always taking her for granted.

Just then Annabelle noticed a cell phone on the countertop.

“Oh, no,” she said.

“What is it, dear?” Aunt Edna asked.

Annabelle picked up the phone. “Penelope left her cell phone. I need to give it to her.”

She pulled off her apron and hung it up then made her way out to the parking lot. Annabelle slid the phone in her pocket to ensure it didn’t slip out of her hands on her way out. She would hate to drop it.  

Within minutes of opening
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