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Dedication

For anyone who has ever loved quietly —

and waited longer than they meant to.


1 — Cobwebs and Roses

The box was not supposed to be there.

Eloise Hartwell stared at it from her crouch in the corner of the attic, dust clinging to her sleeves and cobwebs stretched like fine accusations along the lid. She hadn’t ordered flowers, certainly not in a florist’s box like that, and she would have remembered storing one up here. She hated wasting space in the attic, and a florist’s box was the definition of awkward.

Still, curiosity tugged harder than caution ever did.

She reached into the webbed corner and dragged the box into the light. Dust coated it like flour. A few brittle strands of a web clung stubbornly to the lid. On the side, barely visible beneath the grime, was a faint stamp, an old logo, the ink worn thin by years.

Eloise’s skin prickled, the way it sometimes did when she opened a book and found a pressed flower inside, as if someone else’s moment had been waiting for her.

“Well,” she said softly, her voice sounding too loud in the slanted space. “Where did you come from?”

She lifted the lid.

For a moment, her mind refused to cooperate. Inside the box, nestled in paper that had once been white, lay the unmistakable shape of flowers.

Roses, she was sure of it, but not like any she’d seen at the florist or grocery store. Their petals were tighter, their color deepened to something between wine and shadow. They looked… older. Not wilted. Preserved.

And beneath them—

Something that might have been a ribbon. Or a note.

Eloise swallowed.

She could have closed the lid then. She could have told herself it was just an old decoration someone had forgotten. She could have backed down the narrow stairs, locked up the shop, and waited for daylight to restore a sense of proportion.

Instead, she did what she always did when the world offered her a story.

She carried the box downstairs.

Hollow Books — her bookshop, her pride and joy, and her most questionable financial decision, occupied the ground floor of the old Victorian house. The counter stood where the front parlor once had, beneath ceilings high enough to encourage fainting. She set the box beside the cash register, careful, almost reverent, as if the contents might bruise if handled too roughly.

The shop was quiet in that particular way only bookstores managed; soft, expectant, as though holding its breath. The overhead lights hummed faintly. Outside, snow whispered against the windows.

Eloise brushed at her sweater and immediately regretted it. Dust bloomed from her sleeve. A cobweb clung stubbornly to her hair.

“Lovely,” she muttered. “Very professional.”

She glanced at the box again. The roses hadn’t shifted. The ribbon, if that was what it was, lay curled beneath them, almost hidden.

“I’ll be right back,” she told it, because sometimes it helped to say things out loud.

The ladies’ room was at the back of the shop, beside the narrow staircase that led to the upstairs rooms she used for storage and the occasional author stay. She scrubbed her hands, studied the dust-smudge on her cheek, and told herself, firmly, that she was being dramatic.

She was gone less than a minute.

When she returned, the counter was empty.

Eloise stopped short. She stared at the place where the box had been, then at the locked front door. The CLOSED sign still hung in the window. No bell chimed. No footsteps sounded upstairs. No apologetic cough from someone who had wandered in by mistake.

Yet the florist’s box was gone.

“Oh,” she said. The word came out flat. Not alarmed. Just surprised.

She searched the shop methodically. Behind the register. Beneath the display table. Along the nearest shelf, as if the box might have decided to browse.

Nothing.

“Well,” she told herself, trying for reason, “I could have moved it without thinking.”

She did that sometimes. Her mind skipped steps when it was busy planning. Valentine’s Week was coming, and Cedar Hollow was determined to do it properly this year, lanterns, sleigh rides, chocolate hearts, romantic displays that might make even the most cynical passerby pause and remember they owned a heart somewhere.

Still, a small knot tightened beneath her ribs.

“I’m not going back upstairs,” she said aloud. “Not alone. Not to that creepy place.”

That promise lasted exactly nine minutes.

The attic greeted her with the same dry scent of old wood and forgotten summers. Dust motes drifted lazily through the slanted light. Eloise went straight to the corner.

The box was there.

Exactly where she had found it. Half-buried in dust. Cobwebs intact.

“No,” she said softly.

She crouched and touched the lid. Dust smudged beneath her fingers. The webs clung, undisturbed. Everything about it looked untouched.

“I brought you downstairs,” she told the box. “I absolutely did.”

The attic offered no response.

Eloise sat back on her heels and laughed, a short, breathless sound that failed to convince even her.

“Okay,” she said. “Fine. I’m tired. Valentine’s is making me dramatic.”

She lifted the box again, holding it closer this time, as if daring it to vanish midair. Carrying it down the steep stairs, she thought, I remember doing this before. It was awkward. Difficult.

Back to the counter. She set it down. Again. She did not take her eyes off it. She waited a full thirty seconds before exhaling.

“See?” she told herself. “Completely normal.”

She turned away for less than a minute.

When she looked back, the counter was empty.

This time, she didn’t laugh.


2 — Arrival Velocity

Nora Pembroke did not believe in arriving gently.

She arrived the way she did everything else: fast, purposeful, and already irritated that it was taking longer than expected.

Cedar Hollow greeted her with falling snow, a blinking welcome sign strung with red hearts, and a silence so complete it felt like a personal affront.

Nora stood on the narrow train platform, phone in hand, coat collar turned up against the cold, and stared at the town as if it might explain itself.

“This,” she said into the phone, “is not near anything.”

The voice on the other end, her boss’s, brisk and distracted, laughed. “It’s charming. That’s the point.”

“The point,” Nora replied, dragging her suitcase through snow that had no business being that deep, “is that I have six days, three events, one missing author, and no car.”

“You have a credit card,” the voice said. “And instincts. Use both.”

The line went dead.

Nora stared at her phone for half a second longer, then slid it into her pocket and squared her shoulders.

Fine.

The main street was a single stretch of shops dusted in snow and optimism. Pink-and-red decorations hung from lampposts, already slightly askew, as if the town were enthusiastic but inexperienced. A banner announced CEDAR HOLLOW VALENTINE WEEK in looping script.

Nora winced.

She rolled her suitcase forward, heels clicking sharply against the cleared sidewalk, the sound echoing far more than it should have. Somewhere down the street, a bell chimed. A door opened. Someone laughed.

Too cheerful, she decided.

The bookstore was impossible to miss.

Hollow Books sat halfway down the street, all warm windows and inviting light, as if it were actively trying to lure people inside. A display filled the front window: two plush chairs angled toward each other, red cushions, candles, mugs, and an artfully arranged stack of romance novels.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
: Trott






