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  Preface



Brighton doesn’t sleep, and neither do I, at least not when my mug keeps vanishing from the same kitchen shelf every Wednesday, or when my doorbell rings with nobody on the other side (except a note that smells suspiciously like vanilla chai).




Some people collect stamps.




I collect strange happenings.




My name is Julianne. I live in Flat 3B of a pre-war brick building in Brighton, just outside London, with creaky pipes, paper-thin walls, and enough personality to qualify as a sitcom set. Where sarcasm is currency, espresso is survival, and mystery is always lurking behind the pantry door. I’ve been called a walking contradiction: funny but intense, private but nosy, skeptical but weirdly intuitive. My neighbors are a mix of eccentrics, mystics, skeptics, and at least one man who may be performing daily magic tricks with grocery bags. They think I am either a genius, a lunatic, or the undercover concierge of chaos. I prefer the term “observant.”




And somehow, I keep finding myself at the center of strange little mysteries.




A mug that disappears and reappears with lipstick not my own. A sock that travels more than I do. A keychain that doesn’t belong to me. A candle that smells exactly like my childhood. A teacup that sings. A doorbell that rings when no one is there. And most recently… a bed full of origami cranes that turned my world inside out.




Each object in this book carries its own story. Some are hilarious. Some are quietly heartbreaking. Some are just plain weird (looking at you, seagull-shaped doily). But all of them pulled me into something unexpected.




And honestly? I wouldn’t have it any other way.




This book isn’t just a tale, it’s incidents. And the objects at the center of them? Well, they’re not exactly innocent.




Whether it’s a purse that hands me money, a pen that writes out secrets, or a garden gate that gossips, I’m about to take you on a hilarious, puzzling, oddly spiritual journey, right from my tiny flat. You’ll laugh. You’ll squint suspiciously at your own clutter. And by the end, you might even whisper to your coffee mug, “You better behave.”




This is a book about how everyday things, forgotten, misplaced, and weirdly folded, can change your life. It’s about finding magic in the mundane. Love in a paper bird. And hope in the most inconvenient corners of your flat.




So settle in. Make some tea. Check your shoes for notes.




The curious cases are waiting.








  
  1

  
  
  The Misplaced Mug

  
  




There are two types of people in Brighton: those who label their leftovers, and those who have accepted chaos as a condiment. I’m firmly in the second camp, though I do alphabetize my spice rack. Don’t judge me. There’s a certain art to knowing where the paprika is when you’re emotionally unraveling over lentil soup.




My name is Julianne. Thirty-something, professionally undefined, and spiritually allergic to office lighting. I live in Flat 3B of a decently rent-stabilized Brighton building that smells like toast in the morning and weed after 9 p.m. My flat is a relic of the 90s, with arched doorways, yellowed tile in the bathroom, and a permanently jammed kitchen drawer that holds a disturbing number of soy sauce packets and exactly one mystery key.




But let me tell you about the mug.




Not just any mug. The Mug. Capital M.




It’s a faded, oversized ceramic thing with a chipped handle and a picture of a duck wearing rain boots. My mother and I found it at a dusty little gift shop on London’s East Side, one of those places that sells tarot cards next to cat-shaped teapots. We were killing time between appointments, and she picked it up and said, “You’ll need this one day when life tastes bitter.”




That was a decade ago. She passed three years later. Since then, that mug has held more than coffee. It’s held memories, tears, peppermint tea, and once, accidentally, vodka.




So imagine my emotional state last Tuesday when I reached for it and… nothing. Empty shelf. Gone.




At first, I figured I’d moved it. Maybe it was on the drying rack. Nope. Not in the microwave. Not in the fridge (don’t ask). Not in the bathroom, which has happened before when I got distracted mid-pedicure and brought my tea in there. Nothing.




The mug had vanished.




I gave myself five minutes of denial, then launched a full-scale mug hunt.




I flipped sofa cushions. Checked behind the TV. Even opened the freezer just in case I’d had one of those midnight-snack-brain-dead episodes. Still nothing.




By hour two, my mind was spiraling. Was it stolen? Is there a mug thief in Brighton?




Or worse… was I losing it?




That’s when I knocked on Becca’s door.




Becca lives across the hall. She’s a night-shift nurse, forty, sharp-tongued, and generally smells like hand sanitizer and existential disappointment. Her ex-husband ran off with a yoga instructor named Sage last year, and Becca has been aggressively bitter ever since. We bonded over our shared disdain for overpriced brunch and romantic optimism.




She answered in scrubs, eyeliner smudged, holding a glass of wine like it was medicinal. “What?” she asked, not unkindly.

“My mug is missing,” I said.

She blinked. “You woke me up for a mug?”

“It’s not just a mug.”

She sighed and stepped aside, letting me in.




Becca’s flat is a mirror of mine, only cleaner and filled with throw pillows that say things like ‘Not Today, Satan’ and ‘Live, Laugh, Lobotomy.’ My cat, Mr. Pickles, gave me the usual stink eye from the windowsill. He visited Becca’s place often, yet I allowed him on days the tuna can was low.




I explained the situation in full, mug origin story included.

“You think someone stole it?” Becca asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I’m not ruling it out.”

“Who the hell steals a duck mug?”




“That’s what I’m saying,” I said, flopping onto her couch like a deflated pool float. “It’s not even a cool duck. He’s wearing rain boots. He’s not threatening anyone.”




Becca plopped down next to me, cross-legged, cradling her wine like it was the last emotional support object in Brighton. “Could be someone trying to send a message.”

“What kind of message?”

She sipped. “Like, ‘You’re next.’”

“Oh great. Mug mafia.”

“I’m just saying, if someone’s collecting sentimental drinkware, you may be the warm-up.”




I groaned and stared at her throw pillow that said ‘Dear Karma, I Have a List.’ “You don’t think I left it somewhere?”

“Where? On the roof? In your sock drawer? The ER waiting room?”




I considered. “That last one’s… not impossible. I did bring tea when you had that allergic reaction to kale.”

“You brought a thermos, Jules. Not the mug. You made me drink out of something that looked like it belonged in a kindergarten lunchbox.”

“That thermos is retro,” I said defensively.

“It had a Tamagotchi sticker on it.”

“You used to own a Tamagotchi.”

“And it lived longer than my marriage.”




We both took a sip and fell into the kind of comfortable silence that happens when someone knows all your childhood traumas and still gives you half of their croissant.




Becca suddenly sat up. “Wait, did you bring anyone over lately?”

“To my flat?”

“No, to the moon. Yes, your flat. Like a date. Or a… human.”




I scoffed. “I haven’t had a date since the guy who tried to convince me sourdough starters were sentient.”

“Some are,” she said, dead serious.

“I mean, he kissed his dough jars before bed, Becca.”

“He was just affectionate.”

“He told it his secrets.”

“Okay, fine, that’s creepy.”




I flopped back onto the couch and stared at the ceiling. “I swear I’m losing it. What if the mug just… ceased to exist?”

“You think it vaporized?”

“I’ve seen weirder. Remember the time your phone disappeared and turned up inside your freezer next to the peas?”

“I was multitasking.”

“You were drunk and trying to order pizza.”




Becca laughed and leaned her head against mine. “Let’s retrace your steps. Start with the last known mug sighting.”

“Monday morning. Peppermint tea. Overdue rent email. Mild existential dread.”

“Standard.”

“I left it on the kitchen counter. Then I put on my ugly sweater to FaceTime Lena.”

“The one with the embroidered cat giving the middle finger?”

“That’s the one.”




Becca nodded thoughtfully. “And after that?”

“I watered my plant.”

“You have a plant?”

“Okay, I looked at my plant. It’s not dead yet, so I’m still counting it.”

“Then what?”

“I don’t know. I think I got distracted by that weird plumbing noise. I went to investigate and then… nothing.”

“Maybe the mug ran away from the pressure,” Becca offered.

“Honestly? I wouldn’t blame it.”




She turned to face me fully. “You don’t think this is a message from the other side, do you?”

“What other side? The Dish Realm?”

“No. Like your mom. Sending you a sign.”




I froze.




Becca immediately softened. “I mean, not in a spooky way. Just… maybe she wanted you to remember her.”




I smiled. A little. “It’d be just like her to do it by hiding something instead of leaving a Post-it.”

“She was a fan of dramatic flair.”




We both nodded, remembering the time she faked food poisoning just to get out of a HOA meeting.




After a beat, I said, “Maybe I’ll find it in the laundry basket. That’s where my hairbrush turned up last month.”

“Better than the freezer.”

“Or Tobias’s mail slot.”

“Please never say ‘slot’ in this context again.”




Becca stood, stretching. “Well. We can sit here theorizing, or we can take action.”

I blinked. “Action?”

She grabbed her phone. “We’re putting up a sign.”

“You’re not serious.”




She was already typing.

MISSING: ONE EMOTIONALLY SIGNIFICANT MUG. FEATURES A DUCK IN RAIN BOOTS. RESPONDS TO TEA. POSSIBLY TRAUMATIZED.

IF FOUND, PLEASE RETURN TO 3B. REWARD: GRATITUDE, MAYBE BISCUITS.




I peered over her shoulder. “You’re actually printing that?”

“Yep. And we’re taping it to the laundry room door.”

“This is how serial killer documentaries start.”

“Then we’ll be famous.”




Wednesday morning, I was pouring cereal into a chipped bowl (my life is themed) when I saw it.




The Mug. Sitting on the kitchen shelf like it had never left. But here’s the thing, it wasn’t clean. It had coffee rings inside. And lipstick. I haven’t worn lipstick in a week. And definitely not mauve.




Cue dramatic music.




I called Becca. “It’s back.”




She sounded half-awake. “What?” “The mug. It’s back. It has lipstick.”




She came over in fuzzy socks, inspected the mug like it was a crime scene prop.




“Well, you’ve officially lost it,” she said, but her eyes said, “This is juicy.”




I set the mug on the table. We stared at it like it might talk.




Then Becca sniffed it. “Smells like hazelnut.”

“I drink dark roast.”




We stared some more.




“That’s it,” she said. “We’re setting a trap.”




We rigged a system using my webcam, a motion-detecting app, and a cardboard decoy mug that looked nothing like the original but had a duck sticker slapped on it for dramatic flair.

Night one: nothing.

Night two: nothing.

Night three: boom.




The app pinged me at 2:11 a.m. The footage showed someone entering my flat.




Wait. No. It showed someone unlocking the door, walking straight to the kitchen, picking up the mug, sipping, and then leaving.

She was in pajamas.

She was holding a rusk.

It was… Mrs. Calhoun.




Mrs. Calhoun is 87 years old and lives on the second floor. She’s been here longer than the walls. No one knows what she did for a living, but rumor has it she once dated a rock drummer and protested something important in the ’60s. She wears orthopedic shoes and smells like eucalyptus.




I confronted her the next morning in the stairwell.

“Julianne!” she said, clutching her tote bag. “How nice.”

I held up the mug.

Her eyes twinkled. “Oh, did I leave it again?”

“Wait… again?”




Turns out, Mrs. Calhoun’s niece had given her a copy of my keys last year when she was recovering from surgery. “Just in case,” she explained. She’d been letting herself in some nights to borrow “the good coffee” because, quote, “Yours doesn’t taste like cardboard.”




Apparently, she thought the mug was hers. She has one that looks nearly identical. Bought it in the same shop, same day, apparently just hours after my mom and I had left.




“I always wondered who beat me to the duck mug,” she chuckled.




I let her keep the key. We made a new rule: no mug borrowing without a signed release form and a biscuit.




Becca framed a photo of the mug and gifted it to me with the words “Object of Intrigue” in Comic Sans. We laughed. She even kissed Mr. Pickles on the head without flinching.




As for me? I still drink from the mug every morning. Sometimes with lipstick, sometimes without.




Because in this building, every object has a story. And sometimes, they walk away just to find their twin.
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  The Sock That Found Itself

  
  




Some people lose socks in the dryer. I lose them into the abyss of time and logic.




I once read that socks vanish because dryers eat them. Another theory suggests that static electricity causes them to teleport into alternate dimensions. But nothing, nothing, prepared me for the sock saga that unraveled in Flat 3B.




It began on a Tuesday, which felt correct. Nothing respectable ever starts on a Tuesday.




The sock in question was ridiculous.




Loud yellow with tiny dancing avocados wearing monocles. Something you’d buy ironically or as a panic gift for your vegetarian niece. I didn’t own it, swear on my spice rack. It simply showed up in my handbag one morning while I was at Cafe ELKA, the bodega-slash-café-slash-urban temple two blocks down, ordering a cortado from a barista who only responds to “Cash or Venmo?”




I pulled out my purse, and there it was. Avocados. Monocles. The sock.




Becca, standing beside me in scrubs with her signature “I hate the world” scowl, snorted into her muffin. “Is that a sock in your bag or are you finally dating again?”




I blinked. “I’ve never seen this sock before in my life.”




Becca arched an eyebrow, mid-muffin chew. “It looks… intimate.”

“It’s avocados wearing monocles. How is that intimate?”

“You tell me. Maybe it’s a metaphor. Maybe you’ve been subconsciously seeking sophisticated produce.”




I blinked at her.




She pointed at the sock, dangling from my hand like it was evidence in a fruit-themed crime. “Where did you even find that?”

“In my bag. It was just… there. Nestled between my purse and a week-old granola bar.”

“Don’t eat that bar,” she muttered.

“I wasn’t going to eat it.”

“You were thinking about it.”




I shoved the granola bar deeper into the abyss that is my purse and held the sock up to the light. It flopped dramatically, the avocado monocles glinting under the bodega fluorescents.

“Do you think it’s cursed?” I asked.




Becca snorted. “If you get cursed by a sock, I’m not helping. You’re on your own. I draw the line at haunted hosiery.”

I tucked the sock into a napkin and set it on the counter between us.

Becca leaned in, staring at it like it might hatch.

“Did it… feel warm?” she asked, only half joking.

“No. But it did smell like nutmeg.”

We both stared at it in silence.

Then, at the exact same moment, said:

“Marcus?”




There was a pause, and then Becca shook her head. “No. He’s more of a glitter-and-hot-glue menace. This is different. This has the air of… deliberate nonsense.”

I crossed my arms. “So not an accident?”

“Julianne, you carry the same canvas bag you bought at that feminist craft market in 2016. 




You keep your purse next to a squished pack of chewing gum and a button that says ‘I judge books and people by their covers.’ I don’t see you picking up a rogue sock without noticing.”

“It could’ve fallen in.”

“Like a reverse laundry fairy?”

“I have been tired lately,” I offered. “Maybe I’m blacking out and shopping for novelty socks in my sleep?”

“Please tell me there’s security footage of that. I’d pay money to watch you wander into a store half-conscious and passionately selecting food-themed foot apparel.”




I looked at the sock again. The monocled avocado stared back. Judging me.

“Do you think it’s… a message?” I whispered, half-mocking myself.

Becca raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “From whom? Your produce? Is this divine intervention from Lord Guacamole?”




I crumpled the napkin around the sock and shoved it back into my bag.

“You’re taking it?” Becca asked, incredulous.

“Well, I can’t leave it here! What if it’s… evidence?”

“Of what?”

“Sock-based espionage! Someone is clearly tracking my movements through single-footed fruit.”




Becca giggled into her coffee.

“Besides,” I continued, now defensive, “what kind of monster abandons a sock with this much personality?”

“Probably its mate,” she said. “They couldn’t stand the pressure of being only half a pair.”




I stared at her.

“What?” she said innocently. “You think socks want monogamy?”

I sighed and looked down at my coffee.

“You’re going to Google this later, aren’t you?” she asked.

I nodded solemnly.




Back at my flat, I emptied my bag onto the coffee table. Purse, keys, makeup pouch, receipts from three cafés, one lipstick I thought I’d lost, and the sock.

Still there.

Still smug.

I examined it more closely.




The print was surprisingly high quality. The avocados had little walking canes. One wore a monocle and a top hat. This was not a bargain bin sock. This was… curated weirdness.

I flipped it inside out.

No brand.

No tag.

No “If found, please return to my panicked twin.”




Mr. Pickles batted at it once, then walked away, clearly unimpressed.

I took a picture and texted it to Becca.


J: He moved.

B: You named him???

J: No, I mean he shifted positions when I left the room.

B: It’s official. You’re losing it.

J: He’s definitely watching me.

B: Good. Someone needs to.




I set it on the mantle.

A weird trophy from a weirder morning.




Then I made tea, plopped onto the couch, and stared at the sock for another five minutes.

It didn’t move again.

But I swore, swore, the monocle glinted more aggressively this time.




Two days later, I spotted it again.




This time, at the mailbox downstairs. It was stuck to the bottom of the glass. Like someone had licked it and slapped it on like a sticker.




My neighbor, Hank, a retired magician, full-time gossip, walked past and muttered, “I once lost my lucky card in a sock. Never trust your laundry.”




I took it upstairs, dropped it in a bag marked “evidence,” and immediately started a note on my phone titled: Sockgate.




Enter the Hipster




His name was Tobias. Of course it was.




He had a bicycle with no gears, wore suspenders without irony, and lived in 3E with floor-to-ceiling plants and an emotional support lizard named Gatsby. We met in the hallway when I accidentally kicked the sock under his door while trying to sweep it off my mat with a spatula.




“Oh,” he said, looking at the sock like it was a misunderstood poem. “That’s some powerful symbolism.”




“It’s a sock,” I replied.




He raised an eyebrow. “Or it’s the universe reminding you to dance.”




I later learned Tobias curated “immersive soundscapes” for coffee shops and once sold a single pebble at an art show for £400.




He also, apparently, owned the sock.




Or so he claimed.




That night, Becca and I lined up every weird sock either of us had ever owned. Between the two of us, we had 23 lonely singles. Not one match for the Avocado Avenger.




“This is what singlehood looks like,” Becca muttered, sipping wine out of a pickle jar. “A collection of socks and bad decisions.”




We stared at the yellow sock, which had somehow made its way onto my windowsill.
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