
THE MISSING PAGE 

 

When pen is put to paper and writers are unblocked, galleries of rogues emerge from rooms 

throughout the land.  Literary larceny could be happening in your city, your town and your 

village.  Be warned about the words on the pages of your bedtime reading.  How did they get 

there?  Where did they come from?  Are the right words in the wrong place?  Are the wrong 

words in the wrong place?  Should they be somewhere else?  All this - and more - is 

questioned when a newcomer joins a writing group. 
 

*** *** *** 

 

Gina said goodbye to the writing group, who thanked her for the presentation about Sri 

Lankan tea, and hurried back to her rooms carrying a large old dictionary in one hand and a 

bag of tea with the other.  On her way she passed a shop with a shabby brown door and a 

dusty window full of books.  She paused by the frosted glass panel in the door engraved with 

‘JEAN REED PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR’.  Having recently arrived in the area, she was 

intrigued and pursed her lips deep in thought as she continued through the narrow streets of 

the market town. 

 Next morning, with her book under one arm, Gina turned a blackened brass door knob 

with two hands and walked into a cluttered room which had no idea it was the twenty-first 

century.  Everything was a shade of antique unpolished brown enhanced by abandoned 

cobwebs and peeling paintwork.  A young girl was sitting at a table with a large open book 

and tying a knot in a long piece of rope.  She smiled at Gina. 

‘Miss Reed will be here in a minute.  Would you like to sit and wait?’  

Gina was not sure where to sit.  A ginger cat was asleep on one chair, a pile of books on 

another and the only empty chair was behind a desk covered with books.  

‘Just move the books,’ the girl said. 

Preferring this to moving the cat, Gina put the books on the table and dusted the chair with 

her scarf before sitting down.  Titles from the book spines make her eyes widen: 

Encyclopaedia of Executions, Book of Poisons, A Handbook of Hangings. 

‘Mine is Knots by A. Reef,’ said the girl who had been watching Gina. ‘I’m here on 

work experience and Miss Reed said the first rule of an investigator is to observe. The second 

rule is the detail.  I’ve forgotten the third rule but I have to do 10 knots by lunchtime.’  

The door banged open with a flurry of flaked paint and an autumnal gust which woke 

the cat and made the single un-shaded light bulb over the desk swing to and fro on its frayed 

brown flex.  The attached curl of fly paper crowded with rotting corpses gyrated.  A few fell 

off onto Elements of Murder Volume 1.  A diminutive grey haired figure wrapped in a brown 

coat and with an armful of books fixed twinkling eyes of indeterminate colour on Gina. 

‘Ah! I was expecting you,’ she smiled as she put the books on the girl’s table.  

‘Expecting me?’ 

‘Yes. I’ve just been talking to Terence who is the co-ordinator of the writing group.  

Everyone calls him the writer-in-chief.  He likes to think he’s in charge but all he really does 

is keep the keys, keep the accounts and keep the peace.’ 

Jean bent down to stroke the ginger cat wrapping itself round her feet. 

‘He told me there was a new girl last night who introduced a theme about tea.  She 

phoned him early this morning saying a page was missing from the dictionary she took to the 

meeting.’  

‘Oh!’ 

‘Allow me to introduce myself.  I’m Jean Reed and this is Jean Wright who is 

learning the rules of investigation.  If she’s good enough she will become my accomplice and 



not bother going back to school.  I’m thinking of changing the door plaque to REED & 

WRIGHT PRIVATE INVESTIGATORS. 

‘Oh. Right’ 

‘No, no. I’m Reed,’ the grey haired lady said pointing to her name as she shut the 

door. ‘But you can call me Jean.’ 

‘Oh.’ 

‘Stop saying Oh and tell me how I can help you,’ said Jean as she hung her coat on an 

ornate coat rack and put the ginger cat back on its chair. 

‘Oh. Well, when I got back to my room yesterday evening I found the frontispiece 

missing from this dictionary which I had taken to the writing group,’ Gina said handing the 

book to Jean. 

A skinny hand reached for the book and cleared a space on the desk with the other.  

Jean opened a desk drawer and took out a large magnifying glass.  The room became silent 

and dust motes settled while Jean turned the book over in her hands and studied the spine. 

The fly paper was motionless and the wall clock stayed at twelve minutes past twelve 

o’clock.  Young Jean stopped tying knots, the cat went back to sleep and Gina stifled a 

sneeze.  

‘Mmm. Very interesting.  It’s a very old book with calf skin binding and padding in 

the spine,’ said Jean quietly. 

‘Yes it is,’ said Gina. 

‘And a very valuable book,’ nodded Jean looking up at Gina. 

‘Yes, it is,’ repeated Gina. ‘So I was very upset when I found the missing page.’  

‘So you found it?’ asked young Jean. 

‘No.  I found it missing.’ 

‘Hmm. Terence said he remembered the frontispiece because the others commented 

on it.  It had a picture of an unusual engraving with a strange text.’ Jean put the book down 

on a cluster of dead flies and stared at Gina.  ‘Tell me, did you leave the book out of your 

sight?’ 

Gina tried not to think about squashed flies sticking to her precious book.  

‘Well, it was passed round as they were writing and I made the tea.  And I washed up 

the tea cups at the end of the evening.’ 

‘Writing?  Are you sure they were all writing.  From what Terence tells me most of 

them never put pen to paper.  He wonders why some of them come each week.’ 

Jean blew the dust off her desk diary and ran a finger down a blank page.  A purple finger 

nail rested on a full moon day. 

‘So, we have the Opportunity and we know the Motive – an unusual page from a 

valuable book. Our next move is to interview the Suspects,’ Jean murmured tapping on a 

round moon. 

Jean looked at young Jean and smiled, ‘This will be a good first investigation for you.  

Remember, first rule observe, second rule detail and third rule trust your instincts.’ 

A full moon bathed the library car park where Terence was loitering with or without 

intent outside a Grade 2 listed building earmarked as a repository for all things ancient and of 

historical interest. 

‘Good evening Terence,’ said Jean.  ‘I’ve brought young Jean to observe an 

investigation first hand.’ 

‘Good evening ladies,’ replied Terence raising his floppy hat.  ‘It sounds a good 

theme for our evening.’ 

Terence led the way up narrow stairs to an upper room lined with bookshelves weighed down 

with reference books.  An ornamental ceiling light vied with moonlight streaming through the 

window to illuminate an assortment of people clustered at tables. Two men were writing, a 



tall man was listening to headphones and a distinguished looking man with silver grey hair 

was busy with an iPad.  A lady by the window was sorting out a large bag.  Another lady had 

a book open on her lap and was polishing her spectacles.  Two people in the corner were 

bickering; a girl flicking her long pony tail with a book propped open against a wood carving 

shaped by a man tapping away with a maul and chisel.  A clatter of tea cups came from Gina 

in the drinks area.  

‘Good evening everyone.  We have two visitors called Jean Reed and Jean Wright.’ 

‘Hello,’ they intoned looking up briefly. 

‘A pair of jeans,’ someone quipped. 

‘Oh dear I shall never remember their names,’ said the lady who was taking papers 

out of her bag one at a time and putting them on a table. 

‘Please help yourselves,’ said Gina as she put out a plate of chocolate digestives.  

‘Thank you,’ said Jean. ‘Good evening writers.  We’re investigating a missing page 

from this dictionary. You all looked at it last week when Gina brought it to your meeting.  

When she got home she found the frontispiece was missing.’   

Everyone looked up as Jean held the book aloft.  

‘I’m going to ask everyone the same question,’ Jean continued as she walked in 

between the tables. ‘Why would anyone want the frontispiece from this dictionary?  I’ll start 

with Terence.’ 

Terence put his floppy hat on a table and sat down saying, ‘It has a very interesting script in 

an unusual metre which I would like to rewrite as a sonnet in the style of Guido Cavalcanti.  

But I can’t find a rhyme for dictionary.’ 

‘Trincomalee,’ said Gina prising open a tin marked Orange Pekoe from Ceylon. 

‘Tasty,’ mumbled young Jean with a mouthful of crumbs. 

  ‘Billy Connolly’ 

‘Trigonometry’ 

‘Plaid Cymru’ 

‘Apostrophe’ 

‘Medullary’ 

‘Larceny’ 

‘Slowly’ 

‘Tiny’ 

‘Fee’ 

‘I wish I’d thought of that lot,’ said Terence. 

‘You will writer-in-chief.  You will,’ everyone chorused. 

The two people in the corner continued their wrangling. 

‘Medullary?  What sort of word is that?’ Pony Tail said to the woodcarver. 

‘Basic geometry,’ he retorted banging his chisel. ‘Should be in that book of yours.’ 

‘Why? What are you reading?’ Jean asked Pony Tail. 

Flicking her hair over the pile of wood chips, she replied, ‘Euclid’s Elements of Geometry.  I 

believe you can’t write if you can’t understand the true beauty embedded in mathematics.  I 

think the missing page is an extrapolation of one of his rectilinear figures and geometrically 

explains the … ’ 

‘I don’t think I need ask you any more questions,’ interrupted Jean ignoring the smirk 

on the woodcarver’s face.   

Avoiding flying wood chips she asked, ‘Why are you woodcarving at a writer’s meeting?’ 

He slowly put down his maul and chisel and took a deep breath.  

‘Aah! I bring my tools in case we start doing poems.  I tried to copy the engraving on 

the frontispiece but I needed more time.  I need more detail for a woodcut.’ 

Jean turned to young Jean and remarked, ‘I think we need to ask him more questions.’ 



Young Jean nodded remembering the second rule of investigation.  She had been 

peering at the notebook of a writer wearing a Rolex.  Jean followed her gaze and frowned, 

‘May I ask what you’re writing?’ 

‘A poem in Welsh’ said the owner of the Rolex. 

‘Is that possible?’ young Jean asked her mentor. 

Jean declined to comment and asked the Rolex owner about the missing page.  He explained 

that it had given him a great idea for his poem.  He thought the engraving referred to an old 

gold mine in Blaenau Ffestiniog, but he couldn’t find a rhyme for Blaenau Ffestiniog.  

Everyone looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders.  

Meanwhile young Jean had turned her attention to a man furiously scribbling with a 

chewed pencil.  The young investigator thought his sentences had too much detail.  She 

recognised him as the well-known failed writer who always got rejected for the Booker prize.  

Forgetting his name, she asked for his autograph but he waved her away. 

‘Hold on! I’ve just got to get this down.  That’s a real inspiration.  That missing page 

is the missing link in my detective story.’ 
Jean walked over to the lady by the window and said, “I think the missing page might be in 

your bag.’ 

‘Quite likely,’ she replied continuing to put papers on the table one at a time, ‘I can 

never find anything in here, but I’ll keep looking.’ 

Gina put out another plate of chocolate digestives.  

‘It seems everyone wants the missing page,’ Jean said to her. 

Gina nodded and put the kettle on. 

‘What about you?’ Jean asked the tall man with headphones. ‘You’ve been humming 

with a Glaswegian accent.  I suppose you want the missing page for a Scottish song.’ 

‘Och aye.  I’m re-working the lyrics for ‘Over the Sea to Skye.’ 

Exasperated, Jean thumped the dictionary down next to the biscuits and approached 

the lady reading her book with highly polished spectacles perched on the end of her nose.  

‘And you?  Do you need the missing page?’ 

‘Indubitably.’ 

‘Thank you,’ said Terence. 

‘It’s essential for my research on the history of apostrophes,’ the lady continued 

closing her book and putting her spectacles on the cover. ‘But I don’t know how many 

apostrophes to put in apostrophes.’ 

 ‘That’s easy,’ said Gina counting spoonfuls of tealeaves into the teapot. ‘One for 

every letter and one for luck.’ 

‘I’ve got lots in here if you want some,’ said the lady with the bag. 

‘I treat them like gold dust and put two at the end of each line so they can rhyme.’  

The scribbler paused. ‘I don’t know,’ he said chewing his pencil. ‘Perhaps that’s where I keep 

going wrong.’ 

‘I’ll do a search for one on my iPad.’  

‘I’ve never seen one.  You can’t find them north of the border.’ 

‘It’s no good asking you,’ the woodcarver grunted to Pony Tail. ‘Mathematicians 

never use ’em.’ 

‘Yes they do,’ she retorted flicking a shower of wood chips. ‘It’s in Euclid’s book 

title.’ 

‘Anyway,’ he said banging his chisel, ‘who needs ’em?’ 

‘Writers of sonnets,’ explained Terence, ‘like Guido Cavalcanti.’ 

Young Jean carried out her own investigation. She thought ‘postrophee’ could be an 

interesting detail and looked it up in the dictionary.  P-o-r-, portly, p-o-s- posterior, p-o-t, pot-

bellied.  No luck, perhaps she needed a more modern dictionary.   Jean tapped a purple finger 



nail on the panda picture under the spectacles. 

‘What has a panda got to do with apostrophes?’ 

‘Everything. It’s the punctuation bible by Lynne Truss.  I bet she’d give a million 

pounds for that missing page.’ 

‘No need to pay that much.  She can have it for £500,’ said the man with silver grey 

hair. 

‘What?’ everyone shouted. 

‘Are you Googling?’ asked Jean 

‘No, I’m on eBay.  I’ve found the missing page.  Someone’s listed it for £500.’ 

‘Who?’ they gasped. 

‘Someone called Tealeaf.’ 

‘Who would be called Tealeaf?’ asked young Jean. 

Everyone looked at Gina as she put down a tray of tea. 

The two Jeans decided to convene outside in the moonlight.  Sipping her tea, Jean 

informed her protégé that it was time to follow the third rule and trust her instincts.  She 

reckoned the missing page was part of a larger scam and that she should buy it, return it and 

double her fees for catching Tealeaf red handed.  Young Jean tipped her tea down a drain and 

suggested they photocopy the missing page and sell it as a limited edition.  They both decided 

that this was easy because all they had to do was ask for a mobile number and arrange to 

collect it.  Jean took her smartphone out of her coat pocket as they walked to a corner of the 

car park untouched by moonlight. 

The woodcarver and Pony Tail came down the stairs. 

‘What do you think?’ he asked her. ‘I could sell some of my woodcarvings and buy 

the missing page.’ 

‘I could sell some of my maths books.’ 

‘Who would buy maths books?’ 

‘People who don’t want your woodcarvings.’ 

The owner of the Rolex appeared on the pretence of smoking a cigarette and joined them. 

‘Are you talking about buying the missing page?  I could get a bank loan and pay it 

back when the mine hits gold.’ 

The scribbler dashed out and, looking round furtively, said, ‘I can buy it when this story wins 

the Booker prize.’ He rushed back saying, ‘Can’t stop – must keep going.’ 

He bumped into the tall man and the lady with highly polished spectacles as they came out 

and huddled round the threesome. 

‘I’ll put all the royalties from my latest hit song towards buying the missing page.’ 

‘And I can get an advance on my research before it’s published.’ 

‘It’s time to consult our writer-in-chief,’ declared the woodcarver. 

 The group waited until the cigarette was stubbed out and made their way back to the 

upper room. The two Jeans emerged from the shadows and followed. Terence was counting 

out a pile of coins. 

‘What about everyone else?’ he asked. 

Gina said nothing as she collected the empty cups. 

‘Wait a minute, I’m still looking,’ said the lady tipping out the remaining contents of 

her bag. 

  ‘I’m just reading the Breaking News.  Apparently there’s a tea smuggling racket 

connected to an undercover writer.’ 

Gina was pre-occupied with the bubbles in the washing up bowl. 

‘Never mind that,’ Terence said impatiently. ‘Go back to eBay.’   

‘But – ok.’ 

Terence continued, ‘I’ve counted up the petty cash and we have £13.86.’  He looked under 



his hat.  ‘Correction - 87p towards buying the missing page.  Perhaps our mathematician can 

work out how much everyone needs to put in to buy it between us.’ 

Pony Tail opened her book saying, ‘Erm, I’ll just find the appropriate theorem and I can work 

it out exactly.’ 

‘Approximately,’ Terence said. 

‘You did writer-in-chief.  You did,’ everyone cheered. 

Gina came out of the kitchen area and smiled, ‘I’ve done the washing up.  I’ll see you in a 

couple of weeks.’ 

She retrieved her bag from under the latest pile of papers and looked round at the writing 

group saying, ‘First I need to go back to Sri Lanka to get some more tea. Now where’s my 

phone?’ 

‘It’s here somewhere,’ said the lady shuffling her papers. 

The silver haired man stood up dramatically and announced that the missing page was sold.  

They were all too busy looking at each other in horror to notice Jean slip her smartphone out 

of her pocket and Gina disappear down the stairs.  But young Jean had been observing the 

first rule of an investigator and looked out of the window.  Then they all stared at the heap of 

papers smothering a ring tone.  Young Jean rummaged to capture the phone and ran down the 

stairs. 

‘I think we have a new investigation,’ said Jean. ‘A tea smuggler undercover as a 

writer.’ 

‘That would be a good theme for our next meeting,’ said Terence. 

‘Definitely.’ 

 

*** *** *** 

 

The pair of Jeans pursued Tealeaf through the shadows of the market town and the tea 

plantations of Sri Lanka. Young Jean never went back to school.  Jean Reed replaced her 

frosted glass door panel.  The writing group bought a limited edition copy of the missing 

page and settled down to read and write. 

 

*** *** *** 

 

Gina made tea for her fellow inmates and the guards.  One day she consulted the frontispiece 

of her dictionary and prepared a special infusion to celebrate a Blue Moon.  Everyone slept 

while the moon waned.  Gina escaped back to the tea plantations with her large old dictionary 

in one hand and bag of tea in the other. 
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