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      To my darling husband,

      as we celebrate eleven years of love, laughter, and late-night tea.

      You walked up to me quoting Guy Fawkes on Halloween

      and never stopped making life feel like poetry in motion.

      Thank you for being my steadfast dreamer,

      my favorite poet, and the living embodiment of Mossy’s romantic heart⁠—

      part dreamer, part mischief-maker, and all mine.

      You make life sweeter, funnier, and infinitely more magical.

      Eleven years later, I’m still swooning,

      still laughing, and still saying yes.

      Cheers, darling. [image: bottle with popping cork][image: clinking glasses]
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        Daytona Beach, 1913

      

      

      

      The music box was small enough to rest in the palm of a hand, but its presence filled the parlor like perfume.

      Bithia turned it slowly, her fingers brushing the delicate filigree. The sterling silver was etched in winding vines and forget-me-nots, with a navy velvet lining worn soft and gray at the edges. Through the open lid the tiny clockwork gears glinted like starlight, and though she hadn’t wound it the mechanism began to hum—soft, sorrowful notes blooming from within.

      Across the table Genevieve Lockwood sat straight-backed in widow’s black, though the lace trim on her sleeves was too fine for mourning. She had the look of a woman who’d once been known for her beauty and had never quite forgiven time for continuing without her.

      “It was a gift,” she said.

      Her voice was steady, but her eyes had the dry-cracked edge of someone who hadn’t truly slept in weeks. Months. Years.

      “From my second husband. He gave it to me on our wedding night. Said the music reminded him of Spring… of beginnings.” She gave a short, humorless laugh. “But all I hear is Henry.”

      Bithia tilted her head, listening more to the woman’s energy than her words. The fire in the hearth flickered low, but something in the air shifted, thickened, then stilled.

      “Henry was my first husband,” Genevieve continued. “We married young. Just after his father died. We were… happy. Poor, but happy. He used to whistle the same tune the box plays—always at dawn, right before he left for the shop.”

      She paused, eyes glinting in the firelight. “He died in his sleep. Consumption. I woke up and he was already gone.”

      Bithia didn’t speak. She knew when silence served better than questions.

      “I mourned him for years,” Genevieve whispered. “I never thought I’d love again. I didn’t even want to. For over a decade I lived like a widow in a portrait—dusty and untouched.”

      She looked down at the filigree music box in her hands, her thumbs grazing the delicate silver pattern like it might bite.

      “And then… then I met Thomas.” Her voice faltered for the first time. “He was kind. Gentle. He reminded me what it felt like to laugh again without feeling disloyal.”

      The lid of the music box clicked softly in her hands. She didn’t open it.

      “But now, every time I close my eyes, I hear that melody. Only now it’s twisted. Slower. Sad.” She looked up at Bithia, eyes wide, haunted. “It’s not Thomas I think of. It’s Henry. Like he’s standing at the edge of my bed, asking me “How could you?””

      A draft stirred through the room. The flames in the fireplace bent, as if bowing to the question.

      “I need to know if Henry forgives me,” she said. “If I’m allowed to move on.”

      Bithia kept her voice calm. “And what if he says nothing?”

      Genevieve gave her a tired smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Then I suppose I’ll know he doesn’t.”

      She set the music box on the table between them with a air of resigned reverence.

      “You may keep it,” she said. “As payment.”

      Bithia glanced at the box but didn’t touch it—not yet. The metal gleamed like frozen breath; cool and unknowable. The melody, silent for now, hung in the room like it had already been sung. A question left unanswered. A door that never quite shut.

      In the flames, something shimmered. Not Henry. Not forgiveness.

      Just the echo of a woman’s grief trying to fold itself into absolution.

      Bithia hesitated.

      She should have asked for something else. Something ordinary. Something unloved.

      But the box called to her—softly, insistently—and her fingers closed around it before her better judgment could catch up.

      The melody faltered for just a moment, then shifted—deepening like a breath being drawn in from far away.

      Bithia’s voice went low and melodic, the tone she reserved for when the veil was thinnest. “Spirit of the unseen, if you are present, we welcome you in peace. The veil is lifted. Speak now if you will.”

      The temperature in the room dropped. Not sharply, but unmistakably—like all the warmth had been pulled into the music box itself.

      The candle flames bowed, quivered, then corrected.

      Genevieve’s lips parted, just barely. Her mouth formed the shape of a name—Henry—but before she could speak it aloud the melody from the box swelled with unnatural force.

      Not loud.

      But resonant.

      It rang through the floorboards and echoed in the seams of the wallpaper. The teacup rattled. A faint crack webbed the glass in the bay window. The silver teaspoon on the saucer began to spin slowly, tightly, in place.

      The table shuddered. Once. Then again, more forcefully.

      Genevieve gasped.

      And from somewhere—not inside the box exactly, but from the air just above it—something whispered.

      Not a voice she recognized. Not Henry.

      Just a single word:

      No.

      Bithia’s hand snapped shut over the lid. The melody ceased. The teaspoon stilled. The candles’ flames righted themselves.

      The silence that followed was cavernous.

      Genevieve stood abruptly, nearly upsetting the table. Her face had gone bone-pale.

      “I—” she stammered, then pulled on her gloves with shaking hands. “I must be going. Thank you, Miss Bithia.”

      Before Bithia could respond, she was out the door, the bell above it ringing once like punctuation.

      The room stilled again.

      But something remained.

      Bithia stared down at the music box. Her hand still rested on the lid and she could feel the metal cooling beneath her palm, like a body gone cold. She hadn’t touched it during the ritual—not until the end. And yet…

      There was a weight to it now.

      As if something of Genevieve—her grief, her guilt, her unanswered question—had not left with her.

      Bithia tilted her head slightly. From the corner of her eye the teaspoon trembled once, then settled.

      “I didn’t invite you in,” she whispered to the box. “But I suppose you’re staying.”

      The fire popped. A flame guttered.

      From the shadows near the tall case clock Cordelia stepped forward, quiet as moonlight. Her gown was shadow-soft, her gloved hands folded at her waist, her expression unreadable.

      “She had love twice,” Cordelia said, not bitter—just weary. “And still she carried sorrow like a locket she couldn’t open.”

      Bithia didn’t turn. “It wasn’t the box that answered her.”

      “No,” Cordelia agreed. “It was her own heart. What she couldn’t forgive herself for.”

      She stepped closer, her gaze falling to the music box. It sat still but its presence hummed, faint and weighty, like a note still ringing beneath the silence.

      “I would’ve been grateful for once,” Cordelia murmured. “Just once. A day to wear white. A bouquet. A name whispered like a vow.”

      Bithia looked at her then, the candlelight painting both their faces with flickers of old gold.

      “You still remember him?”

      Cordelia smiled faintly. “Of course. It’s the remembering that lasts longer than the love.”

      She moved past the table, her fingers brushing the back of the chair Genevieve had vacated.

      “Poor woman,” Cordelia added, turning toward the window. “She had love. And let grief write the ending.”

      Then, softer still: “I wonder what I would have done… if I’d had the chance.”

      The fire settled. The room quieted.

      And upstairs, in the locked room, the trunk waited.
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      Morning sunlight streamed through the skylight windows of Nan Nettles’ attic retreat, illuminating absolute chaos. Her normally serene writing sanctuary—gifted to her by Mossy as a quiet space for tea and clouds and inspiration—had become ground zero for matrimonial mayhem.

      Tulle, lace, and three open boxes of vintage ribbon cluttered the floral rug. A leaning tower of wedding magazines had collapsed during the night, now spilling across the floor like a landslide. A teacup balanced perilously on a stack of linen samples. Glitter clung to everything.

      Nan stood slipper-clad in the center of it all, still in her floral satin robe—a pale, vintage-inspired silk that shimmered with delicate peonies and fluttered with every flustered movement. Even in disarray, she exuded elegance. Her silver-streaked curls were pinned in loose waves, framing her heart-shaped face with a kind of regal disorder. The antique key on the silver chain around her neck glinted in the morning light, nestled near her heart like a secret waiting to be whispered. In one hand, she held a clipboard with color-coded tabs sticking out like feathers; in the other, a swatch of ivory fabric she’d been testing against different candlelight options for maximum romantic glow.

      “I’ve created a monster,” she murmured. The soft fabric of her robe swayed around her ankles as she moved, her rose-pink slippers whispering across the floor as she side-stepped a toppled glue gun.

      Somewhere under the mess was her oversized reading chair. Possibly. She hadn’t seen it in two days.

      She exhaled and set the fabric swatch on a precarious pile of tulle that puffed out like a collapsed soufflé. Then, kneeling beside a long-forgotten box of vintage lanterns, she began rummaging for the brass one she swore she’d saved from the Candlelight Walk in St. Augustine.

      A gentle chime echoed as she moved—her key clinking against the metal clipboard. The key to the B&B. She’d found it when she and Mossy first arrived, seeking refuge from a storm. The shape was elegant, the brass worn soft with time. Since then, she wore it on a long chain around her neck, never once thinking to hang it on a hook.

      The air shifted.

      As she pulled aside a stack of curtain tiebacks, the side door—barely noticeable in the paneled wall—creaked open wider than usual. Nan blinked. That door was almost always closed. It led to the storage room off the attic, the one she’d always intended to clean out someday. The one filled with dusty trunks and forgotten heirlooms.

      “Just looking for a lantern,” she said aloud, explaining herself to no one.

      She stepped toward the doorway, nightgown rustling. Dust motes floated lazily in the air, catching the sunlight. The room beyond smelled of old cedar, lavender sachets, and the faintest trace of mothballs.

      She hadn’t opened anything in here since she first moved in. Not really. But today, driven by wedding madness and the need for just one perfect lantern, she crossed the threshold.

      The Victorian trunk sat in the back corner, half-shrouded by a crocheted tablecloth. On top, a bundle of faded velvet and yellowed lace. And there, peeking out from beneath it—a glimmer of silver.

      Nan brushed the lace aside.

      A small, plum-sized object sat nestled in the folds. Sterling silver, etched in delicate filigree. Not a lantern.

      A music box.

      Not wound. But humming.

      The sound was barely audible at first—soft and wistful, like the wind trying to remember a lullaby. Nan’s brows drew together. She hadn’t touched the winder. Hadn’t even picked it up.

      But the music played.

      She hesitated, the key around her neck suddenly feeling warmer than before, though she couldn’t say why.

      "Probably just sun-soaked metal,” she muttered, and reached out.

      The music box was surprisingly cold in her hands. Heavier than it looked. Its silver surface was etched with intertwining vines and tiny flowers—forget-me-nots, she thought, or something close. The filigree work was intricate, almost hypnotic. Through the open lid a circle of visible clockwork spun slowly, steady as a heartbeat.

      The melody shifted as her fingers curled around it.

      Not louder. Just… different. A new note. A sharper pull in her chest.

      She blinked and shook her head.

      The music continued for a breath longer, then faded into silence.

      Nan exhaled.

      A soft flutter above her head drew her attention. A lone paper butterfly—cut from a vintage book page—drifted down from the ceiling beam and landed on her shoulder.

      “Message received,” she said dryly. “Stay focused.”

      From somewhere far below a thump, a metallic clatter, and what sounded suspiciously like a saucepan hitting the floor echoed upward through the floorboards. A pause. Then the unmistakable screech of the kettle being overly encouraged.

      Nan froze, listening. Another crash.

      Of course Mossy was awake. And of course he was already in the kitchen, very likely quoting Byron to the marmalade and attempting to steep oolong while fending off pixie assistance with a butter knife.

      If left unsupervised for too long, her husband and the pixies had a way of turning the kitchen into something that resembled both a botanical crime scene and a Victorian sugar riot. The last time they were alone together, she'd found orange peels arranged into a sonnet and a trail of jam leading from the stove to the spice rack. And yet she couldn’t help the smile tugging at her mouth. He was hopeless, but charmingly so.

      Nan took one last glance around the storage room. Her fingers lingered on the cool surface of the music box, now safely cradled in her palm, its secrets quiet for the moment.

      Then she gently pulled the attic door closed behind her. The lock clicked into place with a low, echoing thunk.

      As she descended the stairs, the scent of scorched toast met her halfway.

      She quickened her pace.
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        * * *

      

      Down in the kitchen sunlight spilled through the lace curtains, catching dust specks in lazy spirals. The aroma of steeping oolong mingled with toast, lemon curd, and the faintest suggestion of burned sugar.

      Mossy sat at the old butcher block island, dressed—as always—for an occasion no one else had been invited to: A soft linen vest over a perfectly pressed shirt, his favorite pair of tailored trousers, and those loafers Nan always pretended not to envy. Even his hair was neatly swept back with the kind of casual deliberateness that suggested poetry might happen at any moment.

      He was also, notably, surrounded by complete and glorious mayhem.

      The teapot wore one of Nan’s silk scarves like a turban. The jam jar had lost its lid and was slowly oozing across the counter in an avant-garde interpretation of breakfast. Crumbs trailed like constellations across the floor. A wooden spoon inexplicably sat in the toaster,.

      A pixie perched on the flour tin, waving a sugar packet like a victory flag. Another was dancing on the open bread box, trailing glitter into the butter dish with every pirouette. Somewhere near the spice rack, a faint popping sound suggested an attempt at re-corking the vinegar with a thimble.

      Mossy, serene as a sea captain in a storm he chose not to acknowledge, sipped his tea with theatrical grace and turned a page of his book.

      He didn’t notice Nan in the doorway until she cleared her throat, pointedly.

      Mossy looked up and smiled like a man who had just successfully hosted high tea for royalty.

      “Good morning, my luminous enchantress,” he said, as if the entire kitchen hadn’t just committed mutiny. “You’re just in time. I was about to compose an ode to this marmalade.”

      Nan leaned against the doorframe, letting her gaze sweep over the crumbs, the flour, the glittering pixie on the butter dish—then back to Mossy. Something was… different.

      “You’re not wearing your glasses,” she noted, smiling. “How are you adjusting to the contacts, darling?”

      Mossy looked up from his book, blinking like an owl in the morning sun. “Like a man who’s been promised clarity and instead received a lifetime of eye strain.”

      Nan laughed and crossed the room, setting a teacup upright on the counter. She stepped behind him, wrapped her arms lightly around his shoulders, and pressed a soft kiss to the crown of his head.

      Mossy closed his eyes with a sigh, tilting his face upward like a flower turning toward the sun. “Your touch could revive entire civilizations.”

      Nan pulled back with a smile and turned to reach for the flour jar, but Mossy caught her hand in his and turned it gently, pressing a kiss to the soft skin just above her pulse.

      He looked up at her, eyes bright.

      
        
        “Cinnamon sweet, but cumin bold⁠—

        your touch, my love, breaks breakfast gold.

        And if I burn the toast again,

        it’s simply ‘cause I dream while I’m awake.”

      

      

      Nan laughed, warm and slightly flustered. “If you start writing poetry about the butter dish again, I’m going to revoke your kitchen privileges.”

      “I can’t help it,” he said, releasing her hand. “You bring out my best stanzas.”

      A pixie popped out from the sugar bowl with a glitter-dusted raspberry on its head and sneezed into the powdered sugar.

      Nan didn’t blink. “And the supporting cast is clearly committed this morning.”

      He exhaled a sigh of long-suffering. “I was trying to read the fine print on the tea tin this morning and nearly added cayenne instead of cinnamon.”

      “I would’ve noticed,” she said.

      “I would’ve lied and called it a Moroccan fusion.”

      “You do love a theme.”

      He smiled at her then, that quiet, crinkly-eyed smile that made her forget that anyone else inhabited the world beyond just the two of them.

      “You look lovely in the morning light,” he said, his voice soft.

      She smoothed her robe with one hand, gaze warm as she focused her attention on her mate. “Thank you, dear.”

      Even after all these years, she still had the occasional moment where she couldn’t quite believe he was real. That she’d found someone who could talk about iambic pentameter and remember her favorite tea.

      “You left the milk out,” she said, reaching past him to tuck it into the icebox.

      He didn’t look up. “The dew on the roses reminds me of Coleridge this morning.”

      “It reminds me that the scones aren’t going to bake themselves.”

      He smiled, all gentle affection and barely tamed whimsy. “You look like a woman on the verge of a breakthrough—or a breakdown.”

      “Possibly both,” she said, pouring herself a cup of tea.

      Mossy nodded sagely. “That’s how all great love stories begin.” He leaned back slightly, watching her over the rim of his mug. “When are they expected, by the way? Our eloping lovebirds?”

      Nan hesitated just a breath. “Sometime this evening, I think. I told them to arrive after sunset.”

      “Romantic,” he said. “Mysterious. Very you.”

      “I thought it would give us the day to prepare,” she replied, adjusting a dish towel that a pixie had tied into a bow. “Which we desperately need.”

      His brow rose. “How many courses are you serving again?”

      Nan gave him a look. “Enough to make it magical.”

      He raised both hands in surrender. “Magic, my love, is already here. But far be it from me to stand between you and wedding-week perfection.”

      Nan leaned against the counter and took a sip, letting the warmth settle her nerves.

      “I trust the attic has not imploded under the weight of your ambition?” he asked, raising one brow and turning a page in his book without looking at her.

      “It’s fine,” she said. “I can still see patches of floor in at least two places. Three if I stand on a chair.”

      He smiled into his cup. “Ah. Controlled chaos. The Nettles way.”

      Nan set her cup down and began
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