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Chapter One
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In the sun-warmed coastal village of Seacrest, where wild roses climbed weathered fences and morning fog lingered long enough to be noticed, there lived three would-be detectives who prided themselves on never letting a mystery go unsolved—no matter how trivial or eccentric. 

Of course, most ‘mysteries’ in Seacrest amounted to little more than the case of the missing garden gnome or a minor spat over who last turned the library’s puzzle pieces upside-down. But this summer’s conundrum was different.

It started subtly, as all the best mysteries do. Mrs. Murphy, a spry woman of eighty who brewed the meanest chamomile tea this side of the county, reported her favorite teapot missing. Not just any teapot, but the blue one, with a hairline crack and a painted wren on the handle. 

The next week, Old Man Foley stormed into the post office, red-faced and muttering about his signed copy of Moby-Dick, vanished clean off his bedside table. By the time three more villagers had lost their cherished objects—an heirloom candlestick, a silver locket, and a boxed set of classic monster movies—the entire town was abuzz with speculation.

That’s when Agnes, who had taught three generations of Seacrest’s children their Latin declensions and the proper use of the Oxford comma, convened an emergency meeting in her sunny parlor. She brought in Millie, the innkeeper and reigning queen of village gossip, and Tom, the tech-savvy transplant from the city who ran the Wi-Fi for all of Seacrest’s bed-and-breakfasts. 

They were an odd trio: Agnes in her vintage cardigans, Millie with a laugh like a parade, Tom perpetually in slippers because of bad feet, clutching his latest gadget. But together, they formed the heart of Seacrest’s unofficial investigation bureau.

“Let’s take stock,” Agnes began, spreading a hand-written list across her coffee table, which bowed slightly under the weight of lemon scones and a vase of sweet peas. “We have eight missing items, none particularly valuable to anyone but their owners.” Her finger traced the names: Teapot, book, candlestick, locket, DVDs, and three more she’d just added this morning—Mrs. Tran’s best knitting needles, a vintage snowglobe, and the mayor’s beloved antique corkscrew.

“It’s like someone is curating a museum of ordinary things,” Tom mused, tapping away at his tablet. “No forced entry, right? But the pattern is consistent—only one item taken from each house. They’re always sentimental, never expensive.”

Millie bit into a scone and shook her head. “This is bonkers. Who would waste time on a bunch of old junk? If someone’s in it for the cash, they’re doing a terrible job.” Her eyes sparkled with anticipation. “Which means we’re dealing with a maniac—a criminal mastermind with a nostalgic streak.”

Agnes smiled. “Or perhaps an admirer of Seacrest’s unique history. Every one of these items has a story behind it, doesn’t it?”

The three sat in silence, letting the possibilities swirl like the coastal mist outside. Theories abounded: a kleptomaniac raccoon, a prankster with too much time on their hands, a fanatical collector of vintage oddities. But Agnes suspected something deeper—a pattern or message hidden in the thefts, waiting to be discovered.

They decided to split up and visit each victim, hoping to catch a glimpse of the thief’s intentions or perhaps even lay a trap. Tom would canvas the homes for digital clues—security camera footage, smart doorbells, the works. Millie would dig through the gossip channels, while Agnes planned to conduct gentle, tea-fueled interviews with every resident affected.

As dusk settled over Seacrest, painting the sky in streaks of tangerine and lavender, the three detectives made their plans to reconvene the next evening, determined to solve the puzzle before another precious keepsake disappeared.
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By sunrise, the air in Seacrest was already humming with the promise of secrets. The three would-be detectives set out from their respective homes with a sense of purpose that bordered on the theatrical. They were determined and unmistakably amateur, buoyed by the sort of enthusiasm that comes from reading too many detective novels and watching late-night reruns of British mystery shows. If they lacked formal training, they certainly made up for it in optimism and a penchant for the dramatic flourish.

Agnes, who kept her hair in a wispy bun and wore reading glasses on a beaded chain, started her day by brewing a thermos of chamomile tea and reviewing her hand-written notes. She had developed a system of color-coded index cards for each suspect—er, “concerned neighbor”—complete with bullet-pointed background information and a list of probing questions. 

On her way out, she tucked a stack of these cards into her cardigan pocket, along with a bundle of freshly sharpened pencils. She considered herself the natural leader of their little team, and as she locked her front door, she felt the gentle thrill of anticipation that came with a new academic term.

Meanwhile, Tom was preparing in his own way. He’d spent the previous night falling down an internet rabbit hole about modern investigative techniques—dusting for fingerprints, analyzing digital footprints, and the surprisingly controversial world of home surveillance. By the time he’d finished his morning coffee, he’d compiled a checklist of “tech strategies” on his phone, complete with reminders to check Wi-Fi logs and ask about any mysterious USB sticks.

Although he knew the odds of anyone in Seacrest possessing advanced hacking skills were vanishingly small, Tom had always secretly yearned for a challenge worthy of his talents. He glanced at the detective’s hat—a slightly lopsided fedora from last summer’s village play—that he’d fished out of the donation bin. A bit silly, maybe, but he liked the way it made him feel. He set off, hat firmly on head, orthopedic shoes on, ready to scan for clues invisible to the untrained eye.

Millie, for her part, approached the day’s mission in a manner befitting Seacrest’s reigning social butterfly. She arrived at the bakery as soon as the doors opened, greeting the staff and fellow patrons with her trademark guffaw. She purchased three dozen assorted scones, two pies (one rhubarb, one lemon meringue), and a package of shortbread cookies, all boxed and ribboned in the bakery’s signature pastel string. She had a really bad sweet tooth.

“Can’t investigate on an empty stomach,” she declared to anyone who would listen. Along the way to the first interview, she stopped at the church, the hardware store, and the post office, gathering tidbits of rumor and speculation as she went. 

By the time she reached Agnes’s parlor, she knew which neighbor’s dog had been barking at odd hours and who was feuding with the mayor over the community garden plot.

The three met up at the corner of Fog Lane and Sandpiper Avenue, their arms full of evidence-gathering supplies and baked goods, and proceeded in triumphant single file toward the day’s first interview: Mrs. Murphy herself, seated on her porch, awaiting them with a knowing smile and a tray of freshly sliced oranges.

Agnes, ever the organizer, drafted a meticulous schedule of interviews, highlighted in pastel ink; Millie procured enough baked goods to keep half the village in a sugar coma; Tom, fresh from a night of reading about fingerprinting techniques, arrived sporting a detective’s hat he’d found at a yard sale.

Agnes, ever the organizer, drafted a meticulous schedule of interviews, highlighted in pastel ink; Millie procured enough baked goods to keep half the village in a sugar coma.

Their first stop was Mrs. Murphy’s, where the air smelled of lemon polish and the missing blue teapot’s silhouette still haunted its usual spot on the kitchen shelf. Agnes asked gentle questions about visitors and deliveries. 

Mrs. Murphy, delighted to host, insisted they stay for two helpings of homemade custard before offering her recollection of a shadowy shape at the edge of her garden at dusk—“Could have been the neighbor’s cat, or a bandit. Hard to tell,” she confessed. 

Tom inspected the back door, noting that the lock showed no signs of tampering. Millie, meanwhile, exchanged recipes with Mrs. Murphy and learned that the teapot had once belonged to Murphy
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