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      How This Book Was Baked
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      Once upon a time, a lady named Chrissy raised three daughters on tea, tarts, and fairy tales.

      And somewhere not too far away, a culinary dame named Teresa filled her home with dogs, cats, two sons, and the scent of something spectacular in the oven.

      

      One day, Chrissy’s daughter met Teresa’s son…

      They fell in love, got married, and (in true storybook fashion) had a beautiful baby girl.

      Her name is Briar Rose—and she has two grandmothers who are completely, wonderfully, hopelessly smitten.

      

      One is a Cordon Bleu–trained kitchen sorceress with a knack for turning seasonal produce into edible poetry.

      The other is a weaver of cozy tales who insists every good story begins with a cup of tea and ends with something sweet.

      

      Together, they are Nana Teresa and Nanny Chrissy—a duo bound by butter, books, and baby giggles.

      They write and bake and dream up stories for the people they love (and occasionally for the pixies who keep stealing their cinnamon).

      

      This book is a love letter—to autumn, to flavor, to found family, and most of all…

      to the magic of one little girl who made two grandmothers into the best kind of teammates.
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      The lamps had long since been extinguished. Only the hearth remained aglow, its low, amber light dancing on the polished floorboards of Bithia's parlor. Occasional flashes of heat lightning lit the parlor windows from behind the drawn curtains, the white-blue flicker briefly reflecting across the glossy wood like ghostly footsteps. A thick hush pressed in on the room, broken only by the occasional snap of a log as it settled into embers. The velvet curtains were partially drawn, the fringed tablecloth set precisely beneath the weighted spirit board and planchette. The heady scent of dried roses, wormwood, and clove perfumed the air.

      Bithia stood behind the spirit table, her silhouette framed by the firelight. She wore a gown of smoke-gray silk, its high collar fastened with a pearl brooch. Her sleeves were trimmed in antique lace, cuffs buttoned to her narrow wrists. Her hair, the color of tarnished bronze, was swept into a Gibson roll. Severe but elegant. She had the carriage of someone born to a drawing room but shaped by something deeper—by things unseen.

      Her sister Cordelia leaned against the parlor’s doorframe, half-shrouded in shadow. Her hair was darker, coiled in a glossy chignon that reflected the flickering fire. She wore a deep burgundy walking dress with a velvet sash, and a look that could cut glass. Her lips were pursed, eyes squinched in concentration, every line of her posture rigid with disapproval. Where Bithia exuded mystery, Cordelia held her skepticism like a shield—ever ready, ever sharp.

      Bithia adjusted the cuffs of her sleeves, smoothing them out with deliberate grace. Her gaze lingered on the candle, lit not for ambiance but to invite presence. Its flame had flickered strangely all evening, though the windows were shut and the air was still.

      There was a knock at the door—three slow, intentional taps. She didn't flinch, having received the letter requesting a meeting with her hours earlier. "Come in, Mr. White," she said, her voice as calm and clear as cut crystal.

      The door opened to reveal a hunched figure, shoulders heavy beneath a worn greatcoat that still carried the scent of rain and coal smoke. His face was a landscape of deep furrows, each line carved by sorrow and sleeplessness. Eyes rimmed red and sunken into hollows scanned the room with the haunted look of a man who had seen too much and understood too little of it. His lips were cracked and pale, the corners pulled into a permanent downturn. Every movement he made was stiff, as though his joints were relics of a younger man’s body—creaking, halting, uncertain. He stepped inside with the hesitant air of one entering a church or a graveyard. Bithia noted how he clutched something in his right hand, a shapeless bundle wrapped in black silk.

      "Thank you for meeting with me," he expressed, his voice as worn and aged as the ancient willow tree outside.

      "Please, Mr. White, relax and take a seat," Bithia replied softly, motioning toward the table. "Your note mentioned that you wish to reach out to your son?"

      He nodded once, then twice more, as if each time confirmed the truth of it.

      She took her place opposite him and closed her eyes.

      From the shadows near the hallway, Cordelia's form wavered. Not quite stepping into the light, not quite absent either. Arms crossed, expression sharp. "You know the risks?" she asked softly. "It is no light matter to beg of the dead."

      "He comes to release the living," Bithia corrected without opening her eyes.

      Cordelia pursed her lips and faded back into the shadows.

      The séance began.

      Bithia placed her fingertips lightly on the planchette. The board beneath was etched not with letters but with symbols older than English, older than grief. Her breath slowed. The room cooled.

      Mr. White placed the silken bundle on the table. It gave a soft thump; not heavy, but wrong. She knew not to look.

      "Herbert White," Bithia chanted softly, her voice taking on a rhythmic cadence. "Child of flesh, child of grief, if your spirit remains, we invite you to come closer."

      The candle flame danced wildly.

      The planchette shifted.

      Mr. White gasped. Bithia’s voice remained steady.

      "Speak, if you will. Or show us what must be known."

      The flame flickered, rising and then blazing brightly. In its core, Bithia discerned the silhouette of a young man. He appeared incomplete, unrestful. His face was slightly turned, obscured by the smoke. Behind him, figures came and went in the haze—other faces, other victims. It dawned on her that the monkey's paw had claimed more than just one life.

      "He holds me responsible," Mr. White murmured. "I was the one who made the wish. I brought him back from the dead. But I was afraid."

      The flame flickered.

      Then the boy in the fire turned completely toward them.

      His eyes locked with his father's.

      And he nodded.

      Just once.

      Mr. White broke down. His shoulders trembled, tears streaming silently down his weathered face.

      "I was scared," he murmured. "When he returned... there was knocking. I was terrified of what I had done. I wished for it to stop. I wished him away."

      Bithia opened her eyes. The fire calmed. The chill retreated.

      "He forgives you," she said.

      The planchette skidded once more before falling still.

      Mr. White reached toward the black silk bundle, his fingers trembling.

      "This," he said, unwinding the cloth, "should be burned. I know it. But I—" His voice cracked. "I could not bring myself to do it."

      The monkey's paw lay uncovered. It was curled, leathery, and unsettling. Even while still, it seemed conscious. Bithia reached out and wrapped it up again, feeling the faint movement beneath her touch.

      "Then leave it with me," she said. "Certain burdens aren’t meant to be borne indefinitely."

      From the hallway Cordelia exhaled, producing a sound like a hiss. “Shall I escort you out, Mr. White?”

      He stood up stiffly, glanced at the fireplace and the paw, then nodded goodbye to Bithia as he followed Cordelia to the door and departed. His heart was still broken, but feeling a bit lighter.

      The sisters were alone once more.

      "Another relic for the attic?" she inquired.

      "Indeed," Bithia confirmed. "With any luck, neglect will lull it to sleep."

      She rose, bundle in hand. The candle guttered and went out.

      She exited the parlor with deliberate, measured strides. The stairs groaned softly under her as she ascended. At the top, a large room lay shrouded in darkness. Her hand groped through the gloom, locating the locked door. She already had the key in her pocket. The trunk awaited her. It opened with a gentle sigh.

      Inside lay a collection of old things wrapped in time and sorrows. A music box, a silver comb, a faded love letter. And now, the paw.

      She laid it on velvet. As she closed the lid, the air in the attic seemed to settle. Or brace.

      Cordelia, always Bithia’s shadow, muttered, "One day, they’ll all wake up."

      Bithia pressed her palm to the top of the trunk.

      "But not tonight," she whispered.

      And the key turned, sealing the thing within.
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      The scent of cinnamon and cloves wrapped around the Nettles B&B kitchen like a comforter pulled up on a cold morning. Sunshine poured through sheer cream curtains, casting warm golden stripes across the floor and the wide butcher-block island at the center of the room. Butter bubbled in the corners of a cast-iron dish in the oven, where Nan’s rosemary sweet potato gratin baked beneath a dusting of nutmeg and sea salt. Its golden scent curled into the kitchen air, mingling with the honey-sweet perfume of freshly clipped mums perched in a chipped pitcher on the windowsill.

      She moved with the unhurried grace of someone who had spent a lifetime mastering the ballet of baking. Her white heels clicked in soft punctuation as she swept from bowl to oven, pearls winking at her wrist and a silver chain glinting about her neck. Suspended from that chain, the key nestled just above her heart; warm from skin and memory. A smudge of flour dusted one temple unnoticed, and the corners of her eyes crinkled with purpose as she crimped a pie crust with tidy precision.

      Across the kitchen, Mabel’s orange floral dress flared like a sunrise each time she bustled past the fridge. Her sandals slapped merrily with every step, and her wild red curls were caught up in a turquoise scarf that she had treasured for decades. She hummed—something jazzy, improvised—as she plunged stems of unruly mums into an old teapot like she was wrangling children into Sunday school clothes. The matching apron she wore was slightly askew, pumpkins on the pocket dancing as she moved.

      Together, they looked like a vintage painting given a good shake.

      “Pumpkin pies are set, pecan tarts just came out, and the apple-cranberry crisp is bubbling like a potion,” Nan announced, sliding the last tart onto the cooling rack with a contented hum. “And if those buckeyes don’t set soon—” She frowned, glancing at the rows of peanut butter balls glistening beneath their chocolate caps, lined up like little soldiers across the marble counter.

      A flicker of movement caught her eye—just above the fridge, where a pixie wing flashed lavender in the sunlight. Thistle peeked out, clutching a sugar cube the size of his head, only to yelp and vanish as Tansy zipped past in a blur of giggles. Her trailing foot clipped a tin of cinnamon, sending it clattering to the floor in a puff of spice. But Brash was faster than either of them, wings spread wide.

      “They’re playing hide-and-seek again,” Nan muttered, not unkindly. “Poor Thistle doesn’t stand a chance.”

      She wiped her hands on her apron and tilted her head toward the window. The driveway was near empty. The breeze fluttered the curtain edge like a shrug.

      “You’d think someone would’ve shown up by now,” she said softly. “Thanksgiving week and only one check-in.”

      She didn't intend to sound so downhearted, but the house always seemed too silent after the family departed. She and Mossy had hosted the entire extended family before Thanksgiving itself, as it was the only time everyone could free up their schedules. Just two cherished days with the whole family gathered. The highlight of the visit was Sissy, her three-year-old great-granddaughter. Sissy had wandered through the hallways in her berry-stained overalls, shrieking with laughter, leaving a trail of jelly smudges and half-staged tea parties in her wake. The pixies and Mabel’s cats hid behind furniture to escape her joyful pursuit. Nan cherished every moment—rocking her after lunch, teaching her to stir cookie dough, and watching her fall asleep holding Buttercup, the worn stuffed bear Nan had once kept on the guest bed purely for decoration.

      Being a great-grandmother was nothing short of magic. She once believed nothing could surpass the joy of seeing her daughters grow up, and then her granddaughters, too. But Sissy? Sissy was her heart walking around on the outside.

      “I just wish the house were full again,” Nan murmured. “Full for Thanksgiving. Full of voices. Full of stories. Full of someone needing another slice of pie.”

      The words hung in the kitchen like the last notes of a lullaby. Outside, the breeze stirred the flower beds, soft and a little lonely.

      Mabel didn’t turn. “Maybe they’re just late. Maybe they’re lost. Maybe they read your Yelp reviews and found out you let gremlins nap in the sugar bowl. Or maybe,” she teased as she tucked a mum into the vase with a flourish, “they saw the Tomoka Lights and veered off into the woods, chasing the little sparks into the trees. Happens more than you’d think.” She winked at her friend.

      From the hallway just beyond the kitchen a faint clink sounded, as if porcelain had shifted on a tray. Nan didn’t startle—she simply glanced toward the noise with a soft, knowing smile.

      “Bithia?” she called gently. “Cordelia?”

      No reply came, but a cool draft slipped into the kitchen, stirring the hem of Nan’s skirt.

      Mabel shivered. “Tell them if they want pie, they’d best stop spooking around and ask for it like proper guests.”

      A whisper of rosewater and lavender hung in the air.

      Nan adjusted her pearls. “That was them. And I’d venture they consider us the guests, not the other way around.”

      Bithia and Cordelia had come with the house. Or rather, they’d never left. Sisters from the Victorian era, they drifted through the halls and rearranged the furniture at will. Bithia, warm and wistful, often appeared near teacups and candlelight. Cordelia, however, judged with the full force of a withering gaze, especially if the pie crust looked uneven.

      Mabel muttered, “Well, one of them needs to learn how to knock.”

      Nan smirked. “Knock once for yes, twice for no.”

      A second later the kitchen lights flickered, then both ghosts appeared just beyond the doorway.

      Cordelia crossed her arms. “Humor is not your forté.”

      Nan gave a sweet shrug. “I beg to differ.”

      Nan smiled at the banter, but her gaze drifted to the refrigerator. A single crayon masterpiece fluttered slightly in the breeze from the cracked window—a bold sun, three teacups, and a vaguely bear-shaped blob with pink bows. Sissy’s name was scrawled across the bottom in Nan’s own handwriting, all proud loops and loving curves.

      She murmured, almost to herself:

      
      “In a parlor warm with morning light,

      Marshmallow Bears sat pink and white…”

      
      Mabel looked up. “What was that, dear?”

      “Oh, nothing.” Nan touched the corner of the paper with her fingertip. “Just the start of a poem in my head, that’s all.”

      Mabel pointed a mum-stained finger at her. “Then you had better get to your writing desk before it flies off with the pixies.”

      "It's already halfway to the parlor," Nan said with a heavy heart, frowning. "I just wish the house would be full for Thanksgiving." Just then, something latched onto the back of her ankle.

      Cool. Leathery. Deliberate.

      A flash of lightning lit up the kitchen like a camera going off. The cheerful sun disappeared as dark clouds rolled in fast and sudden, as if summoned. Wind slammed against the side of the house, rattling the windows. One of them, left cracked open, yawned wider with a gust, sending the lace curtain flapping like a frantic flag.

      Nan jerked and turned, heart stuttering. “Mabel, did you see what just touched me?”

      Mabel spun, eyes wide. “Forget that! Help me shut this window before the mums fly to Georgia!”

      Before Nan could move, something scuttled from beneath the table—fast, jointed, wrong.

      “Mouse!” Mabel shrieked.

      “That was no mouse!” Nan grabbed the rolling pin with one hand and her resolve with the other. “It had fingers.”

      “Oh, well, that makes it better.”

      A blur of withered brown shot across the floor, curving toward the stove with alarming speed. It wasn’t just moving. It knew where it was going.

      Mabel lunged for the broom. “It’s Thing from the Addams Family! It’s Thing and it’s in your kitchen!”

      “Not on Thanksgiving weekend!” Nan hollered, brandishing her rolling pin like a saber. “It must have escaped from the attic. That room.”

      “The one you swore you’d clean out in March?”

      “Yes, well, it’s self-emptying now. And apparently self-propelled.”

      The paw disappeared under the island. Flour sacks trembled. Then toppled.

      A white cloud exploded across the kitchen.

      Mabel emerged from the fog, coughing. “That’s it. I’m calling an exterminator. Or a priest. Maybe both.”

      Bithia hovered just above the floorboards like a ribbon of smoke. Her skirts drifted slightly as if caught in a breeze no one else could feel. She didn’t speak at first, only turned—her translucent form pivoting to follow the paw’s path with eyes wide and troubled.

      “Oh dear,” she murmured. “I had hoped never to see that object again.”

      Cordelia flickered into sharper view beside her, arms already crossed, lips drawn tight with disapproval. She had been hovering near the pantry, watching. Waiting. The moment the paw had scuttled across the floor, she’d flinched back as if slapped.

      “This,” she growled, voice low and curling like fog, “is exactly why we lock that door.” Her eyes drifted to the key around Nan’s neck.

      Three shrill cackles sliced through the haze.

      The pixies.

      They streaked through the pantry door, trailing sparks and giggles like caffeinated confetti. With a gleeful cry, they grabbed hold of the monkey paw and hauled it into the air like an absurd parade float.

      “It’s a demonic chicken foot!” Mabel bellowed, swinging her broom like a desperate drum major.

      Nan chased after them, her rolling pin high. “You are not welcome here! Go back to the attic! I mean it!”

      The pixies swerved toward the mudroom. The paw slipped from their grip, twirling end over end.

      The doggy door flapped.

      And it was gone.

      Just then, Nan noticed the boy who had stepped into the kitchen. He wore a too-big coat, scuffed sneakers that lit up with every step, and a look of pure, delighted curiosity.

      He paused. Took it all in—the flour-drenched women, the chaos, the open doggy door.

      “That,” he said, blinking behind thick glasses, “was awesome.”

      “How long have you been standing there?” asked Nan.

      “Long enough,” the boy replied, shrugging.

      Nan exhaled. “Mabel, meet Ollie. He and his family are here for Thanksgiving. They checked in last night.”

      He nodded. His cheeks were pink from the excitement, and his hair curled like question marks. He clutched a battered notebook.

      “I saw it last night, too,” he said, flipping through pages. “Thought it was a weasel. Definitely wasn’t.”

      “You’re not scared?” Mabel asked, astounded.

      Ollie grinned. “Of that? No way. I want to trap it. I think it grants wishes. Probably not nice ones, by the look of it. But still.”

      He flipped open his notebook and pointed to a scribble that he crossed out and re-labeled Monkey Paw-ish Thing?? Cursed?

      “I read a spooky story once about one—creepy old tale. My dad said it was made up, but I don’t think so. This one feels… real.”

      Mabel blinked. “Well, this child understands this house.”

      “Children usually do,” Nan murmured, crouching to his level. “What would you wish for?”

      He tilted his head, thoughtful. “Teleportation. A dragon. And for my little sister to stop deleting my saved games.”

      Mabel chuckled. "You've got your priorities straight. I admire that. Here, have a cookie." Ollie took it in his hand, then quietly moved to the doggy door and peered outside.

      The backyard was still, but the sky above had shifted. Dark clouds now gathered like gossip.

      “I think it’ll come back,” he murmured.

      Nan touched the key at her chest. It was warm again.

      “So do I.”

      Ollie opened his notebook. Beneath a scribbled drawing of a clawed foot, he wrote:

      Subject: Monkey
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