

  	
	    
	      Also by Margaret Ashford

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Kettle & Crumb Chronicles

          
        
          
	          The Taste of What She Lost

          
        
          
	          What the Anger Baked

          
        
          
	          The Borrowed Recipe

          
        
          
	          What Remains When You Are Empty

          
        
          
	          The Last Recipe

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Kettle & Crumb Chronicles: The Complete Collection

          
        
          
	          The Wren and Weathervane

          
        
      

      
    
    


    
The Taste of What She Lost

A Cozy Fantasy Novel

by Margaret Ashford




Copyright © 2025 Margaret Ashford


All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.


Published by Margaret Ashford


First Printing, 2025




    
For anyone who discovered their magic later than expected.




    
  CONTENTS

  
    1. Arrival

    2. The Letter's Truth

    3. Failed Attempts

    4. The Handyman

    5. The Elder's Warning

    6. The Offer

    7. What She Lost

    8. Her Part in It

    9. The Welcome Blend

    10. Midsummer

    About The Author

  




    

  1

  

  Arrival



The text arrived while Beatrice was stuck in traffic outside Bristol.

She had been watching the brake lights of the lorry ahead, calculating whether the M5 would clear before she missed the turn for the coastal road, when her phone buzzed against the cup holder. She glanced down expecting navigation updates, and Derek's name stopped her breath.

Derek. Her son. Who had not returned a single message in fourteen months.

She pulled into the breakdown lane without thinking, hazard lights clicking a rhythm against the silence. Her hands shook as she picked up the phone.

Megan thought you would be more bitter. Glad you're moving on.

Eight words. No greeting, no question, no opening for response. Just a report delivered on behalf of his father's girlfriend about Beatrice's emotional state, as if she were a weather system Derek was monitoring from a safe distance.

She read it three times. The screen went dark. She did not unlock it again.

Her hands gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles whitened. She breathed in through her nose, out through her mouth, the way the therapist she had stopped seeing had taught her. Three breaths. Four. The trembling stopped because she made it stop, because that was what she did, because she was fine. Fine. The word that covered everything and meant nothing.

She put the car in gear and pulled back onto the motorway.
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The GPS lost signal twelve miles from Havenbrook.
Beatrice should have expected this. The solicitor's letter had warned that the village was "somewhat isolated" and "not well-served by modern navigation systems." She had assumed this was legal-speak for poor mobile coverage. She had not anticipated that her phone would simply surrender, the blue route line dissolving into grey confusion, the mechanical voice falling silent mid-instruction as if it had been asked to direct her somewhere that did not wish to be found.

The coastal road unspooled before her, narrower than the A-roads she had left behind, hedgerows pressing close on both sides. The afternoon light had turned golden, late spring softening every edge until the landscape looked like a memory even as she drove through it. She passed a farmhouse with sheep dotting the field beyond. A church spire rose and fell behind a hill. The landscape was beautiful, had been beautiful for centuries, and did not require witnesses.

She thought about the HR meeting. Three hours of her life in a glass conference room while a twenty-eight-year-old named Madison explained that the company was "restructuring" and Beatrice's "invaluable contributions" had positioned her perfectly for "new opportunities." The severance package sat in her bank account like blood money. Twenty-six years building an event planning firm from her dining room table, and they had escorted her out with a gift card for a spa weekend.

She thought about the last three texts she had sent her sons. Marcus's birthday in March: Happy birthday, sweetheart. Hope the new job is treating you well. I'm here if you want to talk. Derek's promotion in April: So proud of you. Your grandfather would have been too. A photo of the tearoom key in May, when the solicitor's letter had arrived: Inherited something from your great-aunt Millicent. Heading to a village called Havenbrook to sort it. Call me if you have time.

All three showed "read" beneath them. None showed a reply.

A weathered sign appeared at the roadside: HAVENBROOK - 2 MILES. The wood looked ancient, salt-worn and splitting, but the painted letters were crisp as fresh ink, too clear for wood that weathered. She slowed, and her fingers tightened on the wheel.

Eighteen months since Graham had sat her down in their Chicago kitchen and explained, with the careful kindness of someone already rehearsing this conversation for future audiences, that he had fallen in love with Megan. Megan, who taught his CrossFit class. Megan, who was thirty-four and radiant and helped him feel alive again.

Fourteen months since Derek's voicemail, left while Beatrice was catering her own farewell party at the firm: Dad told us what happened. I don't know what you did to make him that unhappy, but Marcus and I think you should know we're supporting him through this. Don't call for a while. We need space.

Six weeks since the severance package and the gift card and Madison's sympathetic smile.

Three weeks since the solicitor's letter about Aunt Millicent, a woman Beatrice had not seen in fifteen years, leaving her a tearoom in a village she had never visited.

The second sign appeared around a bend: WELCOME TO HAVENBROOK, and beneath it, in smaller letters that seemed to shift when she looked directly at them: Those Who Find Us Were Meant To.

The road descended toward the sea.
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The Kettle and Crumb sat on a cobblestone high street that looked like it had been designed by someone who had only heard descriptions of English villages and decided to improve on them. The buildings leaned toward each other in companionable exhaustion, their facades painted in colors that did not quite exist in paint charts: a blue that held grey and green in equal measure, a yellow that remembered cream, a pink that was really the pale blush of seashells worn smooth by the tide.
Beatrice parked her Honda between a battered Land Rover and what appeared to be a delivery cart pulled by nothing at all, the empty harness resting on cobblestones that showed no sign of whatever had been attached. The leather straps were still warm, as if whatever had stood there had left only moments ago. The buckles gleamed with a metal she could not name. She found herself staring at the empty space between the shafts, and the air there seemed to ripple like heat rising from summer pavement, though the afternoon was mild. She looked away and the unease stayed with her.

The key the solicitor had sent was warm in her pocket. Heavy brass, ornately worked, far too elaborate for a simple tearoom lock. She had carried it from Chicago to Bristol to this impossible street, and now she stood before the door it belonged to, reading the hand-painted sign that hung above.

THE KETTLE AND CRUMB, it said, and below that, in letters so small she had to squint: Est. by Holloway, 1847. Taste What You've Been Missing.

A bell chimed as she unlocked the door, though she had not touched it, and dust motes spiraled up in the afternoon light like they had been waiting to dance for someone specific.

The interior was frozen in time. Eight tables draped in lace cloths that had yellowed to the color of old love letters. Teacups arranged on shelves that climbed toward a pressed-tin ceiling, dozens of patterns she half-recognized from her grandmother's kitchen. A glass display case, empty now, that had clearly once held pastries enough to feed a small army.

She walked through the space, leaving fingerprints in dust that felt soft as flour. The floorboards creaked beneath her, each board announcing itself like old friends greeting a visitor. A bay window looked out on the high street, and beyond the crooked rooftops, she could see the glint of a harbor, fishing boats nodding at their moorings.

The kitchen in the back was small but professional, copper pots hanging above a massive range that could have fed twice this village. Through the window over the sink, a garden had gone wild with herbs she could not name, green things climbing and sprawling and reaching for light that came through the glass with unexpected warmth.

She touched the counter where cutting boards showed the scars of decades of knives. She touched the range, cold now, and her fingertip came away with a trace of ash from fires long extinguished. The place smelled of bergamot and something older, something that made her think of her grandmother's hands, though she could not have said why.

Eighteen months of being fine. She was fine. She was always fine. And if the word had started to sound hollow even inside her own head, that was simply exhaustion.

She climbed the narrow stairs to the flat above.
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The sitting room was stuffed with books, spines facing every direction, stacked on shelves and chairs and the floor itself. The bedroom held a quilt that had to be hand-stitched, patterns she recognized from a blanket her grandmother had kept folded at the foot of her bed when Beatrice was very small. The bathroom had a claw-foot tub beneath a window that looked out on the herb garden, and the porcelain was worn smooth in the places where someone had rested their arms for decades of soaking.
On the desk by the window sat a ginger cat.

The cat was positioned on a sealed envelope, and it was staring at Beatrice with golden eyes that held no warmth whatsoever. Its expression suggested that Beatrice had interrupted something important and should explain herself immediately. The air around the desk felt heavier, charged, like the moment before a summer storm breaks.

"Hello," Beatrice said, because she had been raised to be polite, even to cats. "I don't suppose you know where Millicent kept the tea?"

The cat blinked slowly, which Beatrice chose to interpret as acknowledgment.

She crossed the room, aware of those golden eyes tracking her every step. The envelope beneath the cat's paw was addressed in handwriting she recognized from childhood birthday cards, the looping script of a great-aunt she barely remembered: For Beatrice, when she finally comes.

"I'm going to need that," Beatrice said.

The cat did not move.

They regarded each other. Beatrice had managed event calendars involving three hundred guests, seventeen vendors, and at least one bridezilla who had thrown a champagne flute at the florist. She was not going to be intimidated by a cat.

She sat down in the chair opposite the desk. She folded her hands in her lap. She waited.

The cat's tail twitched once. Twice. Then, with the elaborate casualness of a creature that wanted it absolutely clear this was its own decision, it removed its paw from the envelope and jumped down to the floor.

It did not leave the room. It settled by the door and continued watching, as if Beatrice had earned only a provisional reprieve.

Her hands were shaking again as she broke the seal.
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The letter was written on paper that felt older than it should have, heavy and slightly rough, the kind of paper people stopped making around the time Beatrice was born. Millicent's handwriting covered four pages, and Beatrice's eyes caught phrases before she forced herself to start at the beginning.
My dearest Beatrice,

If you are reading this, I am dead, and you have come to Havenbrook at last. I had hoped you would come while I was still here to teach you properly. But hope and life do not always align, and I have learned to make peace with what is rather than what should be.

I am sorry.

I am sorry for the rift between us, though I suspect you do not fully understand what that rift was about. I am sorry I did not try harder to reach you, to explain, to give you what our family should have given you long ago. I thought there would be time. I thought you would come when you were ready. I thought wrong, and now I must do with letters what I should have done in person.

The tearoom is yours now. It has always been meant to pass to you, though you did not know it. Our family has owned The Kettle and Crumb for six generations, and there is a reason for that beyond sentimentality or tradition.

Beatrice, I need you to read the rest of this letter after you have felt something you have been avoiding.

Beatrice stopped. Read the sentence again.

After
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She did not eat dinner. She had forgotten to stop for groceries, and the tearoom's pantry held only tea and flour and things in jars she could not identify. She found a tin of shortbread in a cupboard and ate three pieces standing in the kitchen while the light faded outside.
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She dreamed of her grandmother's kitchen.























