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Chapter One
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Jeannie Ashcroft had never lived anywhere but Hallowell Harbor, and she didn't plan to start now. The tidy spit of a town clung to a scalloped curve of the East Coast, and aside from the harbor seals and the annual invasion of summer tourists, not much ever changed. Most folks had known each other since way back—generations, in a lot of cases—which meant news traveled faster than wildfire and stuck longer than sea spray.

So, Jeannie was genuinely shocked when an unfamiliar face appeared at the Tuesday morning knitting club. It wasn't her club, strictly speaking—Belinda ran the show, and Ruth supplied the scones—but Jeannie was the one who always noticed the little oddities that made up the village’s daily gossip. 

The stranger in question came in with a cautious smile, soft-spoken, the sort of person who would apologize if you stepped on her toe. She ordered a plain coffee, black, and sat in the corner with a battered leather bag and a notebook.

By that afternoon, the mystery had spread through the village like jam on toast. No one had seen a moving van, or even a rental car. The stranger wasn't listed on the rental registry. She hadn't signed up for the gardening club, joined the choir, or even made an appearance at the library book sale. Jeannie couldn’t stop thinking of her as "the Phantom Guest." It was as if she’d materialized out of the fog one morning and settled in, invisible except for her habit of jotting notes and ordering just one coffee per visit.

Over at the Harbor Bean—the coffee shop that doubled as a community nerve center—Jeannie gathered with Belinda and Ruth to exchange theories. The Tuesday morning crew swelled to five that week, with Mrs. Leary from the antiques shop and Finn, who delivered the mail, joining the speculation. Jeannie tugged at her braid, the way she always did when a puzzle presented itself.

“She’s not a tourist, I’ll tell you that,” Belinda said, stirring her tea so vehemently that the spoon clattered. “Didn’t even ask about the lighthouse.”

“Maybe she’s a writer,” Ruth suggested, glancing at the notebook with a sly smile. “We get a lot of those, just sitting and observing.”

“Or a criminal on the run,” Finn offered, grinning over the rim of his cup. “Witness protection.”

Mrs. Leary just shook her head. “She thanked me so sweetly when I held the door, can’t be a criminal. Maybe she’s here for someone. A secret lover?”

Jeannie laughed, but her mind whirred. She made a mental note of everything they said, weighing each theory in her private ledger. She was determined to uncover the Phantom Guest’s story, if only to restore some equilibrium to the village.

The following morning, Jeannie saw the stranger again—same seat, same black coffee. She wore a faded blue cardigan and scraped-back hair that looked like it had received an uncertain trim. Jeannie rehearsed a dozen greetings in her head before finally sidling over, determined to solve the mystery in the most direct way possible.

“Excuse me,” she ventured, “are you new in town, or just visiting?”

The stranger smiled—a real, dimpled smile this time—and said, “A bit of both, I suppose.”

That was the only answer she gave, but it was enough. Jeannie knew the game was on.
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Jeannie’s cat, a sleek black creature with a penchant for drama, had earned the name The Midnight Prowler for good reason. Most nights, the cat returned covered in burrs and secrets, slinking through the kitchen window as if she owned the place. But ever since the arrival of the Phantom Guest, The Midnight Prowler’s nightly escapades had taken on a new, almost investigative flair. 

It started innocuously enough: One morning Jeannie found a sock, not just any sock but a wildly patterned, orange-and-aqua knee-high, crumpled at the foot of her bed like a cryptic offering. The cat circled it with pride, tail held high. 

The next night, The Midnight Prowler deposited a battered blue hairbrush onto Jeannie’s pillow, still tangled with short, dark and unfamiliar hairs. By the end of the week, the cat outdid herself, dragging home a peanut butter and jelly sandwich in a Ziplock bag, and—miraculously—leaving it untouched.

Jeannie attempted to unravel the message encoded in these odd gifts. She arranged the items on her kitchen table, staring at them like a detective with the clues to a puzzling caper. A single sock, a hairbrush, and a sandwich—none of which belonged to anyone in her immediate circle. 

The sock’s garish pattern suited none of the local residents, who stuck to sensible woolens and faded cotton. The hairbrush was drugstore cheap but new, and the sandwich, she had to admit, looked downright delicious.

At the Harbor Bean, Jeannie shared her findings with the Tuesday crew. They responded as only Hallowell Harbor could.

“Looks like a ransom note, but with snacks,” Finn quipped, eyeing the sandwich with longing. 

Ruth sniffed delicately at the hairbrush, held it up to the light, and declared, “Whoever she is, she’s fighting a losing battle with humidity.”

Mrs. Leary tried the sock on over her hand, making it into a makeshift puppet. “Maybe it’s a sign—a call for help,” she intoned in a theatrical whisper.

Belinda, ever the realist, suggested, “Maybe your cat’s just found a new hideout. Or a secret admirer.”

Despite these theories, no one in town reported missing any of the items. The sock did not match any known feet. The hairbrush was not from Ruth’s beauty shop, and the sandwich, according to every mother in the PTA, had never seen the inside of a local lunchbox. The evidence, as it were, led nowhere.

Still, Jeannie couldn’t shake the feeling that the Phantom Guest was connected to these nightly discoveries. She began to watch the stranger more closely, noting her subtle smiles and the gentle way she tucked her notebook into her bag. It was as though the newcomer moved through Hallowell Harbor leaving behind silent footprints, and only Jeannie’s cat was clever enough to follow the trail.
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The mystery of the Phantom Guest refused to loosen its grip on Hallowell Harbor. Day by day, the stranger’s presence wormed its way deeper into the fabric of village routine, until even the most stoic of townsfolk found themselves speculating over their morning oatmeal or late-night cocoa. 

Jeannie and her friends, naturally, treated the case like a full-time job. They assembled at the Harbor Bean nearly every afternoon, their theories growing as elaborate as Ruth’s lemon meringue pies.

Each day, new rumors swirled up from the depths. Some said the stranger was a secret heiress, hiding from a dangerous suitor. Others insisted she was an undercover government agent investigating illegal clamming. More than one person swore, after an extra cup of coffee, that she was a ghost—or perhaps a witch, sent by a rival town to jinx the upcoming Lobster Pot Festival. 

Jeannie dutifully recorded all these theories in a little spiral notebook, just as the Phantom Guest herself might have done, and then set about disproving each in turn.

The Tuesday crew took to sleuthing with a mixture of glee and desperation. Finn, the mailman, reported on every package and postcard that came through the village, going so far as to memorize return addresses for anything remotely suspicious. 

Mrs. Leary staked out the antiques shop, hoping to catch the stranger browsing for a telltale memento. Belinda scheduled her knitting club meetings to coincide with the woman’s coffee breaks, and Ruth made a point to “accidentally
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