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      On my daily walks, I passed by the most enchanting place—the River Lily Inn. Its beautiful façade captured my heart and quietly sparked the imagination that would grow into this series.

      This book is dedicated to Mary, the proprietress of the River Lily Inn, who kindly welcomed me and, as we walked the grounds together, showed me her heart-shaped pool—an image that lingered and eventually found its way into these pages.

       

      With gratitude for her warmth, generosity, and the gentle inspiration she so freely gave.

      Chrissy
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        The Cello That Dreamed

        February 17, 1924

      

      

      The fire had burned itself down to a bed of coals, the kind that glowed like watchful eyes in the grate. Each pulse of light threw long, wavering shadows across the parlor walls, making the room seem to breathe with the cold February night.

      Cordelia knelt on the hearthrug, a burgundy wool shawl wrapped tight around her shoulders, her sensible day dress buttoned up to the throat. She tipped a few pieces of coal into the grate. Sparks flared, briefly illuminating her elegant, pale features—the long, fine-boned face; the straight, aristocratic nose; the cool, appraising eyes set beneath delicately arched brows. Her fair hair, pinned into rigid, orderly waves close to her head, gleamed briefly in the firelight before settling back into shadow. The determined line of her mouth tightened as the coal caught, casting her in a low amber glow.

      Behind her, Bithia moved quietly around the tea tray, steam rising from the pot in delicate curls. Her midnight-blue shawl was draped over her dove-gray dress, the fringe brushing the floor as she crossed to the hearth. Firelight caught the gentle planes of her face—her fine, symmetrical features softening beneath the glow, her dark brows arching with their habitual, thoughtful poise. Her dark hair, parted neatly and swept into a controlled updo, gleamed like polished mahogany. There was a composure about her, a serene steadiness that made even her smallest movements feel intentional, almost ceremonial.

      Even her fingertips were flushed pink from the chill. The house, for all its charms, had a talent for holding on to winter.

      “Draft from the east window again,” Cordelia murmured, pushing the poker into the coals. “If this house grows any more contrary, it will start giving me medical complaints.”

      Bithia smiled softly, the firelight catching in her eyes. “The spring bulbs will sprout soon.”

      Cordelia sank into her chair with a huff, though the fire’s warmth eased some of her stiffness. “Well, that’s a cheery thought.”

      They sat close to the hearth, the upright piano looming silently in the corner, its polished surface reflecting the flickering light in fractured gold. Outside, the Atlantic wind pressed against the windowpanes, carrying the scent of salt and the faint hum of the sleeping town.

      On the table beside them laid the newspaper, creased and softened from use. Bithia reached for it, smoothing a page. “New York premiered a new musical work last week—Rhapsody in Blue. They say it sounds like a train, a storm, and a dream all at once.”

      Cordelia raised a brow. “Possibly all disasters.”

      “Possibly all wonders,” Bithia countered gently. “Apparently the pianist played as though possessed. Imagine—music carried on the airwaves for all to hear.”

      Cordelia’s gaze drifted to the wooden cabinet at the edge of the room. The wireless radio sat inside it like a brooding animal. They had only just learned how to coax sound from the thing.

      “It gave us nothing but static earlier,” Cordelia said. “And a man shouting sports scores.”

      “That was progress,” Bithia replied with a small laugh.

      She rose and crossed to the cabinet. Her fingers traced the radio’s knobs with a cautious familiarity. When she turned one, the room filled with a thin, wavering hum. For a moment—just a heartbeat—music shimmered through the static. A bright flare of trumpet. A quick run of piano keys. Applause.

      Then it dissolved into a long sigh of static.

      Cordelia leaned forward. “Was that⁠—?”

      “New York, perhaps,” Bithia said, adjusting the dial until the hum thinned to silence again.

      She returned to her chair. The fire popped sharply, making both women start. The silence that followed settled with unusual weight.

      Bithia wrapped her fingers around her teacup. “It feels different tonight,” she murmured. “As though the house is waiting.”

      Cordelia didn’t answer at once. The tension behind her breastbone had been quietly growing all evening. “Waiting for what?”

      Bithia looked toward the dark hallway leading to the front door. The faintest draft curled along the floorboards.

      “For someone,” she said.

      The mantel clock chimed the half hour—clear, deliberate, and too loud in the hush.

      The house seemed to inhale.

      Cordelia set down her cup. “I don’t like that feeling.”

      Bithia folded her hands in her lap, steady and still. “Neither do I.”

      Footsteps did not approach. The wind did not rise. And yet⁠—

      Three soft knocks sounded at the door.

      Measured. Intentional.

      Both sisters lifted their heads at once.

      The knock lingered in the air long after it had faded—a soft, hopeful tapping that felt strangely at odds with the cold February night.

      Cordelia rose first, spine straight, expression arranged into polite neutrality. Bithia followed more slowly, smoothing her shawl as she moved down the hallway toward the front door. A faint draft curled along the floorboards, nipping their ankles.

      When Bithia opened the door the winter air swept in, carrying with it the scent of rain-wet wood. A woman stood on the porch, her cloak dusted with travel grit and the hem darkened by coastal fog. She held a cello case in her left hand, and in her right a velvet-wrapped bow was pressed tightly to her chest.

      “Ms. Croker?” the woman asked, breath clouding faintly in the cold. Her voice trembled—threaded with exhaustion yet softened by a New England lilt. “I hope I haven’t called too late in the evening.”

      “Not at all,” Bithia said gently. “Please, come in.”

      She stepped back to allow the visitor inside. The stranger hesitated only long enough to shift the bow more securely in her grip, as though even a moment’s release might shatter something within her.

      When she stepped into the parlor the flames brightened, casting her features into clearer view. She was pale—the pallor of sleepless nights rather than illness—but undeniably striking. Her dark hair was cut in a soft, chin-length bob, the fashionable style worn by artists and modern women from Boston to Paris. It framed her face in gentle waves, though the damp air had coaxed several wisps loose to cling to her cheeks.

      Her hat, a modest felt cloche with a small appliqué bloom on one side, sat askew from travel. Beneath its brim, her eyes appeared red-rimmed but steady—clear with purpose despite the grief hollowing their edges. Her mouth, though soft in shape, was pressed into a careful line, as if she were holding herself together by sheer will.

      “Please,” Bithia said, guiding her toward the nearest armchair. “Sit. Warm yourself.”

      Cordelia was already reaching for an extra shawl, which the woman accepted with a grateful nod. She set the cello case down with practiced reverence beside her knee, never letting it leave her immediate reach. Only after she had lowered herself into the chair did her grip loosen slightly on the bow.

      “What is your name?” Cordelia asked, seating herself across the fire.

      “Elena Volterra,” she replied softly. “From Boston.”

      Cordelia’s brows rose in surprise. “You’ve traveled quite a distance for an unannounced call.”

      Elena swallowed, eyes dropping to the cello case. “I didn’t know where else to go.”

      Bithia poured tea into a clean cup, hands steady and sure. “Then you have come to the right place.” She pressed the warm cup into Elena’s trembling hands. “Drink. It will help.”

      Elena accepted the cup, though her fingers still shook. “Your names were in our newspaper back home,” she said quietly. “Two weeks ago. After Mr. Houdini’s visit.”

      Cordelia stiffened almost imperceptibly.

      Elena continued, “He’s made a career of exposing fraud. He discredits every medium he encounters. And yet…” Her voice thinned with awe. “He found no fault in your work. Not a single expose. Not a single accusation. He called your methods ‘scrupulously precise’.”

      Bithia’s expression softened with a kind of humility tinged by sadness. “Mr. Houdini is a man of… strong convictions.”

      “And a stronger skepticism,” Cordelia added dryly.

      Elena nodded. “Which is why I came. If he couldn’t disprove you… I thought perhaps you might help me.”

      She tightened her grip on the bow.

      On the small table between them, Bithia placed a plate of fresh biscuits left over from earlier in the day. Elena looked at them as though the concept of food was a distant memory.

      “You must eat something,” Bithia encouraged. “I insist.”

      Elena broke off a small piece and brought it to her lips. The warmth surprised her; her shoulders sagged a little as she exhaled. “Thank you,” she whispered. “It’s been… days. I can’t seem to keep track.”

      Cordelia studied her with quiet scrutiny. “What brings you to us, Mrs. Volterra?”

      The woman’s gaze drifted to the bow wrapped in navy velvet. Her fingers tightened around it.

      “My husband,” she began, voice unsteady but determined. “Anton Volterra. He was a cellist.”

      Bithia and Cordelia exchanged a brief glance—both recognizing the fragile edge of the moment. Bithia nodded gently.

      “When did you lose him?” she asked.

      “Nine months ago.” Elena inhaled shakily. “It feels like yesterday. Or a century. I… I can’t seem to decide which.”

      She closed her eyes as though bracing herself. When she spoke again, the words came with the soft cadence of memory.

      “I first heard him in a rehearsal room I wasn’t supposed to be in. I was young, teaching piano lessons in a drafty little studio above a bakery in Boston. I pretended to be a page-turner for a visiting pianist just to hear the ensemble practice.” A faint smile flickered. “Anton played like twilight in human form. Warm, steady; full of something I didn’t have words for at the time.”

      Cordelia felt herself soften despite her best efforts.

      “He asked me to accompany him at a small recital,” Elena continued. “We argued about tempo for an hour and fell in love by the end of the week.” She shook her head slightly. “Our romance moved faster than reason allowed. One season we were colleagues. The next, we were married and boarding steamships for Italy, Paris, Chicago—everywhere music would take us.”

      “And the instrument?” Bithia asked. “The case you brought. Is that his?”

      Elena’s expression gentled with reverence as her fingers brushed the navy velvet.

      “La Dormiente,” she whispered. “The Sleeping One. A cello crafted in 1891 by Carlo Giuliani. Anton said it resonated most beautifully in silence, as though the instrument preferred to be listened to closely.” Her hand drifted to the case, tracing its worn edges. “Audiences used to say the cello had a soul.”

      “And the bow?” Cordelia asked. “You hold it as though it might fly away.”

      Elena swallowed. With careful fingers, she revealed a sliver of the bow beneath the velvet sleeve. The pernambuco wood gleamed richly even in the dim light. The silver-mounted frog caught the fire’s glow. Just above it, a small oval of dark blue velvet had been stitched neatly into place.

      “I embroidered this sleeve myself,” Elena said. “And I added the thumb cushion when winter practice began to hurt his hand.” Her voice thinned. “He used to say the bow felt warmer with it.”

      She drew a ragged breath.

      “We toured through the influenza years,” she said. “He grew tired, then thinner. His heart… it was never strong. But music kept him going. Always music.”

      The fire popped softly, as if punctuating her grief.

      “One night, after a final performance in Boston,” she whispered, “he fell asleep with the bow in his hand. Wrapped in this velvet.” Her throat tightened. “I found him like that the next morning. Peaceful. As though mid-lullaby.”

      Neither sister spoke. Bithia’s hand hovered motionless above her own teacup.

      Elena lifted her gaze, eyes filled with memory threatening to escape through the tears gathering there. “I don’t wish to disturb him. Or call him back. I wish only for one thing.”

      Bithia leaned forward, her voice barely above a breath. “And what is that, Mrs. Volterra?”

      Elena pressed the bow to her heart.

      “To know,” she whispered, “that his music has not vanished from the world.”

      The parlor seemed to inhale with the three women still inside it. The fire quieted to a low murmur; even the draft beneath the east window felt suspended, as though the house were listening.

      Bithia stood first.

      “Elena,” she said gently, “will you come sit with us at the séance table?”

      Elena nodded. The velvet-wrapped bow trembled in her hands as she rose. She carried grief the way others carried lanterns—cupped close, shielding it from the wind.

      Cordelia led the way, striking a match as they crossed the threshold into the séance corner. She lit the candles one by one, their thin flames lifting, trembling, then settling into a steady glow. Shadows slid up the walls, gathering in the corners like silent observers.

      The table’s lace-edged cloth was smoothed to perfect symmetry, the spirit board tucked beneath. Tonight, no planchette would be used. Tonight, something else had been invited.

      Elena’s breath shuddered as she set the cello case down on the floor beside her chair. Even closed, it seemed to gleam faintly in the low candlelight, its brass latches winking like half-lidded eyes. She rested her hand atop it, steadying herself.

      Cordelia took the seat beside her, back straight, expression cool and inscrutable. But her gaze was sharp—too sharp—for someone who claimed to distrust séances entirely. She positioned one hand on the back of Bithia’s chair, almost protectively.

      Bithia sat last, folding her hands before her. Her dark eyes drifted to the velvet sleeve in Elena’s grip.

      “May I?” she asked.

      Elena hesitated only a moment. Then she extended the bow—the fabric of the sleeve worn with years of touch. Bithia took it carefully, her fingertips grazing the soft pile.

      A whisper of warmth traveled up her hand.

      The candle flame nearest her steadied then rose a fraction higher, as though greeting an old acquaintance.

      Cordelia’s head snapped toward the candle.

      “Bithia,” she warned softly.

      But Bithia was already elsewhere—not removed from the room, but drawn more fully into it. Her breath lengthened. Her shoulders eased. The hush gathered around her like a held chord.

      The space beside her responded.

      Light bent there, not dimming so much as redirecting, as if the air received a forming shape. The candle’s glow stretched thin, passing through a figure that had no weight to cast a shadow yet altered everything it touched. The room adjusted its balance around him.

      Anton Volterra had arrived.

      He hovered just clear of the floorboards, held aloft as though the house had chosen not to insist upon his weight. His form gathered gradually, encouraged by the instrument rather than summoned by it—tall and spare, shaped by discipline and long hours of listening. Light traveled through him unevenly, lingering along the strong line of his shoulders and the fine planes of his face, passing cleanly through the softer edges.

      He wore a dark wool suit, charcoal edged with blue, impeccably tailored and brushed smooth. The jacket sat close at the waist, the lapels narrow and precise. A crisp white shirt gleamed faintly beneath, its collar soft from use, and a silk tie—deep burgundy, knotted with practiced care—rested perfectly at his throat. Where the firelight crossed him the fabric caught a muted sheen, threads brightening and dimming.

      His hair, thick and dark, curled gently at the temples, untouched by the draft that stirred the room. His face carried the marks of a man who had lived inwardly much more than outwardly: fine-boned, attentive, composed. Curiosity softened his expression now, easing the concentration that had once governed rehearsal halls and concert stages. His eyes—dark, reflective—moved first to the cello case then to the bow in Bithia’s hands, taking in each detail with quiet recognition.

      One hand hovered near the instrument, fingers curved in the familiar shape of readiness, never crossing the final distance. The other shaped the air unconsciously, tracing a tempo only he could hear. With each subtle motion the candle flame responded, lifting and narrowing, the light bending as though sound had taken on form.

      He leaned closer, drawn by the resonance that lingered in the room. The cello answered with a faint, sympathetic vibration. Wood recognizing intention. Anton’s mouth curved, not quite a smile but something warmer. Relief, perhaps, or gratitude.

      He had found it.

      And the room, adjusted by his presence, waited.

      Bithia felt him before she turned her head. The nearness pressed softly against her awareness. Her breath caught, then steadied.

      “Oh,” she whispered.

      Cordelia stiffened. “What do you see?”

      Bithia did not answer at once. She lifted her gaze, eyes reflecting more light than they should have held. When she spoke, her voice carried certainty rather than surprise.

      “He is fully here,” she said quietly.

      Elena’s breath broke in her chest. “Anton?”

      The name moved through the room like a second melody.

      Anton inclined his head. The motion sent a subtle ripple through the air, a shimmer that brushed Bithia’s cheek. The candle flame leaned toward him, obedient.

      “He listens,” Bithia said, her voice softened by reverence. “As he always did.”

      She turned slightly, enough that Elena could follow her gaze. Not to see him, but to feel where the room held its attention.

      “Elena,” Bithia murmured, “did he love to practice at night?”

      Elena pressed her hand to her mouth. Tears gathered, unbidden. “Every night,” she said. “He said the world finally quieted enough to hear him.”

      Anton’s fingers curved more fully then, shaping an unheard phrase. The cello answered with a faint, sympathetic hum.

      Cordelia drew a sharp breath. She couldn’t see him, but the air had shifted. The fire had stilled. The room leaned inward, attentive.

      “This is no imagining,” Cordelia said, her voice drawn taut as wire.

      “No,” Bithia agreed quietly.

      Anton’s gaze lifted then, moving between the three women as though taking attendance. His attention lingered first on Elena—on the bow clutched close to her chest, on the grief that had hollowed space for music to return. Then it passed to Cordelia, whose vigilance had sharpened into something weary. At last his eyes settled on Bithia.

      Bithia inclined her head, acknowledgment rather than greeting. Her breath shifted—one clean intake, sudden and deep—as though her lungs had remembered an old instruction.

      “Anton?” she asked, her tone measured. “Is it your desire to play once again?”

      He answered by moving with unmistakable intention. He drifted to her side, the air responding to his nearness. His hand aligned over hers, close enough that warmth gathered there; close enough that memory found its way into muscle. The candle flame leaned. The cello case hummed softly in recognition.

      Bithia’s fingers obeyed, receiving the bow from Elena.

      She loosened the velvet sleeve, the fabric whispering as it fell away. The bow emerged fully—pernambuco gleaming, silver-mounted frog catching a shard of firelight. The thumb cushion, sewn with patient care, rested exactly where it should.

      A tremor of delight passed through Anton, subtle as a held breath.

      Cordelia’s hand tightened on the chair back. “Bithia,” she said, restraint fraying, “I don’t like this.”

      “It is all right,” Bithia replied, her voice layered now—still her own, yet shaped by deeper current. “He wishes to play. And we are listening.”

      She rose, unhurried, her movements fluid, as though tempo had already been set. Anton stepped back half a pace, offering space with the courtesy of a man long accustomed to shared stages and narrow wings.

      Elena covered her mouth. Tears escaped freely now, no longer held in check.

      Inside the case, La Dormiente rested, varnish glowing like old amber. The cello bore the marks of long devotion—edges softened by hands, curves shaped by years of breath and bow. Bithia lifted it with practiced reverence, the instrument settling against her as though it had been waiting.

      Cordelia’s fear shifted, tempered by awe. “What has hold of you?” she murmured.

      Bithia didn’t answer. She had already taken her seat, the cello drawn between her knees with the ease of someone whose body remembered before the mind could interfere.

      Anton moved closer.

      His presence aligned behind her. His hand hovered above her shoulder, his posture mirroring hers exactly—spine lengthened, chin inclined, breath matched to hers. No shadow fell, yet the space filled. Memory guided sinew. Desire shaped restraint.

      Elena sobbed once, softly.

      Bithia raised the bow.

      The first stanza emerged like a promise kept—low, rounded, intimate. The sound settled immediately, touching the walls, the furniture, the hollow spaces grief had carved.

      Elena’s shoulders eased. Her head tipped gently to the side, breath slowing and smoothing. Rest found her the way a familiar melody finds its way home. A faint snore escaped her, almost apologetic, followed by a soft
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