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            Chapter 1

            Miriam

         

         When Miriam Blum’s life changed forever, she was holding a chain saw in both hands, a bottle of glitter glue between her teeth, and standing in an empty warehouse over an antique bed frame.

         The warehouse was mostly dust, painted concrete, and fluorescent lights, but soon it would be the flagship storefront for Blum Again Vintage & Curios, her online antique upcycling business. The old naval shipyard of Charleston was the perfect spot for its first ever physical space. As part of the up-and-coming arts destination, it would be a place for people to find, as her window promised, “What You Never Knew You Always Needed.”

         She’d just flown back to Charleston this morning from a whirlwind trip to spend Sukkot with some friends, and to check in on her network of Old Ladies who owned antique and junk shops. They kept her supplied with weird vintage things she chainsawed, decoupaged, and hot-glued into art pieces that were shockingly popular on Pinterest. At the moment, she was waiting on a potentially haunted doll for a client in Huntington and some brooches she was going to make into the skirt of a life-sized ballerina.

         Her phone played a dirge from the pocket of her dress—her mother’s ringtone. Setting down the chain saw, she walked outside to take the call, not wanting to get her mother’s energy in this space. The dread that always accompanied speaking to her mother coalesced uneasily with the realization that it wasn’t their designated time to check in. Miriam couldn’t handle more than one phone call a month, which her mother knew—even if she never acknowledged it. If the schedule had changed, something bad must have happened.

         “Mom, what’s wrong? It’s not our Friday,” she said, instead of hello.

         “Well,” her mother said primly, “if you would accept my calls any time other than Shabbos…” She trailed off, her guilt trip hanging heavy in the air. Miriam didn’t feel guilty. Her mom knew why their relationship was relegated to fifteen carefully curated minutes a month.

         “Mom. Why. Are. You. Calling?” Miriam asked, again. She kicked an acorn across the street, watching it skitter.

         “Cass died, sweetheart. I’m so sorry.” Her mom’s voice broke on the last word.

         Miriam gasped, her heart clenching.

         Despite not having seen her in ten years, Cassiopeia Carrigan was the North Star in Miriam’s life, her role model and hero. Her mother’s aunt was the gray sheep of her family. She’d walked away from the family’s booming bakery business to open, of all things, a Christmas tree farm. More than that, the property was a Christmas extravaganza, with a tree farm, a Christmas-themed inn, and a two-month-long festival full of every Christmas tradition ever invented. An immersive Christmasland experience.

         “I’m still Jewish,” Cass would explain. “I just couldn’t find another job where I only had to talk to people two months out of the year.” Cass was An Eccentric. Every winter break, her parents had taken Miriam to Carrigan’s Christmasland for the world’s least traditional Hanukkah.

         “Miri? You still there?” Her mother’s voice cut through her memories. She sounded exhausted and broken, two things Miriam would have said her mother was incapable of feeling.

         “How?” Miriam asked, trying to wrap her mind around the idea of anything taking out the human tornado that had been Cass Carrigan as Miriam knew her.

         Her mother took in a sharp breath. “She was sick for a long time, Miri. Years. We thought she was getting better, but she had a relapse, and she was gone fast.”

         Cass Carrigan, her Cass, had been sick and no one told her, so that she could say goodbye. In the lifelong list of her mother’s betrayals, this one was worse than most.

         “When is the service? I want to sit shiva. I’ll be there, even”—she tried not to choke on the words—“if Dad is coming.” Her mother was silent for a beat.

         “I’ll text you all the details,” she said, finally.

         Just like that, it was settled. Miriam would fly back to the place she’d been avoiding for a decade. She told the voice in her head screaming in panic that it would be fine.

         She’d spent every Christmas, and some summers, at Carrigan’s. She’d thrived under Cass’s love—a heat lamp compared to the frigid conditions of her house—running wild through the trees with her cousin Hannah and their childhood best friend, Levi. Being safe, for little pockets of time, from the worst of her father’s behavior. Until her dad finally went too far, and she’d stopped going anywhere near her family—anywhere he’d ever been. There hadn’t been goodbyes or any explanation for the people she’d left behind.

         Miriam had kept in touch, sort of, with a happy birthday text here, a letter there, sometimes sending a flower arrangement for the High Holy Days. Nothing that went past the surface. She’d never meant for her absence to be permanent. She’d just needed some time.

         “Next year, at Carrigan’s” was her tiny private version of “Next year, in Jerusalem.” She’d always thought, Next year, I’ll have the courage. Next year, I’ll stop running, and go home to my family. But she’d always seemed to have a good reason to put it off, and now it was too late. Now, the only thing left was to say the goodbye she hadn’t said ten years ago.

         Miriam locked up the warehouse and began walking home, hoping the long meander through the old city would help sort out her thoughts. Her mind raced as she tried to figure out how to fit a trip to New York into her current life. The storefront’s grand opening wasn’t until New Year’s Eve, but she would have to be back in Charleston as soon as shiva ended to prepare.

         On top of the store opening, her fiancée, Tara, hosted or attended a seemingly never-ending stream of social events. Miriam was expected to appear at them all and schmooze. She didn’t know how Tara would react to her having to leave, even for a short time. Probably not well. Tara’s life was impeccably planned, and any variation perturbed her.

         The tight schedule was good. No matter how nuclear things went at Carrigan’s, she had reasons to come back to Charleston immediately. An escape plan. At worst, she would have a really bad week dealing with everything she’d left behind, but it would only be a week.

         Charleston’s Historic District was a town of ghosts, held at bay by the haint blue painted around doors and under porches. Horse-drawn tourist carriages clogged narrow streets, winding past the market that stretched for blocks, where you could buy artisan goods, Gullah-Geechee baskets, and so much food. Master builders renovated historic homes, churches older than the country flew Pride flags from their wrought iron fences, restaurants did molecular gastronomy takes on shrimp and grits.

         It was a city full of people trying to tie their roots to their futures. Miriam, who had severed nearly all her roots and was making her future up as she went, was drawn to that. Charleston was a perfect place to lick her wounds, hide out, build a new version of herself that none of her family knew. The polar opposite of Carrigan’s, which had built her and knew all her secrets. Charleston wasn’t home, exactly, but it was a hell of a lot safer than Carrigan’s.

         Yet just around that corner, there was a port with many of the country’s worst sins written on it, and you couldn’t walk a block without bumping into living, thriving injustice. Charleston’s charming gentility was a beautifully painted mask on hundreds of years of pain, its safety a facade.

         Speaking of places that were not home, exactly—when she opened the door of the home she shared, marginally, with Tara, the wall of humidity off that same port surrendered to an assault from the air-conditioning.

         Tara’s Single House was a showcase. Always full of light, but rarely noise, it was the perfect set piece for the lesbian debutante daughter of one of Charleston’s oldest families to entertain. Tara wore perfect Southern gentility like armor in battle, wielding her manners and the legacy of her family’s power as weapons in her crusade to radically change South Carolina’s criminal justice system. This house was her command center.

         There was a place inside for Miriam’s purse, jacket, shoes. There wasn’t a place for her art, but she had the warehouse. Miriam had never had a home that reflected her or made space for her. She caught herself, sometimes, dreaming of vibrant walls and kitschy clutter, but asking for it felt beyond her. She’d been too well trained as a child not to intrude.

         Miriam dropped her keys in a hammered silver bowl on a carved teak stool in the foyer, listening to them echo. Her foot connected with something heavy, wheeling it away. She looked down, dazed, to find her carry-on. She’d left it there earlier today, arriving home from the airport before heading straight to the warehouse to get work done. It made the house feel like an Airbnb she was checking out of. At least I won’t have to unpack, she thought a little hysterically.

         At the end of the polished wood hallway, a blonde bob peeked out of a doorway.

         “Babe! I’ll be off this conference call in five minutes. I have dinner being delivered any moment.” Tara didn’t yell, just projected her honey drawl down the hallway, by force of will. Her hair swung, shiny, back into her office.

         Miriam pulled her own dark curls into a messy bun. Unlike Tara’s willowy frame, Miriam was very short, just over five feet, although the halo of her curls gave her the appearance of another three inches or so. She usually wore it long and big and untamed. With her small, pointy face and very large features, she resembled nothing so much as an illustration of a Lost Boy. She felt lost, now, as she sank down into a chaise longue, set adrift by the idea of returning to Carrigan’s. By the loss of Cass’s existence, somewhere, in the world.

         She was ordering a Lyft to the airport when Tara sat down next to her, bumping her with a shoulder. “Hey, you.”

         “Hey, you, back.” Miriam tried to move her mouth into a semblance of a smile.

         “There should be barbecue on our doorstep any second,” Tara began, looking at her phone and not noticing Miriam’s mood. “I made sure there’s no hidden pork in yours. I’m almost done with trial prep for the day.”

         “Tara,” Miriam interrupted, “I have to go to New York. Today. My great-aunt Cass died.”

         Tara slowed, softened. “Oh, Miriam. Oh my gosh.” Miriam found herself being pulled into a hug. “Do I know who your great-aunt Cass was?” Tara asked, puzzled.

         Miriam almost choked on a sob of surprise. She’d never told Tara about Carrigan’s. Of course she hadn’t.

         Carrigan’s was the thing that had most hurt to give up when she’d cut ties with her family. The place closest to her heart. She never talked about it now, if she could help it, and Tara had met her in the time After. And if Miriam never talked about Carrigan’s, she never talked about Cass, because Cass was Carrigan’s.

         Besides, she and Tara didn’t have a relationship built on sharing their deepest secrets. Tara had needed an interesting wife as an accessory to throw garden parties, and Miriam had needed a place to land with someone safe. Tara was often thought of, by Charleston’s old guard, as a bit of an icy bitch, partly because she challenged them and partly because she was prickly as hell. Miriam helped her project a softer public image, and Tara took care of Miriam’s needs even as her prickliness kept Miriam comfortably at a distance, where she preferred to be.

         They were friends, lovers, and co-conspirators, but they were not in love. They had a pact: Miriam helped Tara create a faultless life, and Tara gave Miriam stability to build her career.

         Neither their souls nor their pasts were a part of their arrangement. Miriam would never have agreed to marry Tara if she’d thought there was any danger of falling in love with her.

         “I’ve mentioned Cass,” she insisted nonetheless, crossing her arms. “She owns a Christmas tree farm in the Adirondacks. My cousin Hannah works there? My family spent our vacations there when I was a child, and Cass was very important to me. Carrigan’s was very important to me, once.”

         “I’m sure if you had mentioned that to me,” Tara bristled, “I would have remembered.”

         “Maybe?” But Miriam knew she was unfairly picking a fight. Tara never forgot anything.

         Tara hummed. “Well, we were supposed to be at a party for my firm, but we can make it up. The firm will understand that you were pulled out of town for a family funeral. Although for a great-aunt you haven’t seen in ten years, perhaps you could send a floral arrangement?” Tara was slowing her Southern cadence down even further, in that way she did when she wanted to give the listener time to change their answer.

         Tara was very effective in front of a jury.

         “I need to go be with my family. I need to go home to Carrigan’s,” Miriam told her.

         Tara stared back. “Miriam. One: Carrigan’s is not home, it is a place you spent vacations. I’ve never even heard of it until today. Two: You are estranged from your family. Three: You’re Jewish, and Carrigan’s is, apparently, a Christmas tree farm.”

         Tara always argued in numbered lists, without giving anyone breathing room, so that by the time she got to point five, you’d forgotten what point one was. It was a great lawyer trick, but a less charming girlfriend trick.

         Miriam took a deep breath, though a tsunami of grief threatened to swallow her. She stuffed it down, as she’d done with all her feelings for so long now, and tried to be fair to Tara.

         Tara wasn’t fixating on law firm dinners for nothing. She’d built her criminal defense practice to ensure fair trials for those victimized by the very systems her family had upheld for generations. But to reform those power structures from within, she needed to maintain access to them. To keep herself from being ostracized, especially as a lesbian, she was always skating a fine line. She skated it beautifully, gracefully, from years of practice—but with enormous effort.

         Miriam couldn’t be mad at Tara for panicking a little, even if her grief wanted someone to lash out at.

         She jumped off the couch and wiped away tears.

         “I’ll be back right after shiva. I promise. I’ll do all the rounds with you, be the perfect fiancée,” Miriam said, grabbing her scarf and coat, then the forgotten carry-on. “I need one week, then we can go back to pretending my old life never existed. Believe me, I’ll be ready for that after seven days with my mother.”

         “Let me meet you in a couple of days,” Tara said, her voice softer. “I need to rearrange a few things, because I’m supposed to be at trial, but I can make it work. Then we can come home together.”

         Miriam couldn’t stomach the idea of managing Tara’s almost certain dislike of the eccentric, cluttered chaos of Carrigan’s, introducing her parents, being present for Tara while also trying to get through the week herself. It was kind of Tara to offer, but Miriam didn’t want Tara to be a part of this. She wanted her Before and After lives to stay very, very separate.

         “We both know you can’t, Tara.” Miriam shook her head. “There’s no way they can spare you from your trial, and you can’t have your phone at shiva! Your client is relying on you, and my family is going to be as much as I can handle.”

         Tara never let down a client, which Miriam admired immensely. It also allowed Miriam an easy out.

         Tara bit her lip. “I’m sorry I would be something else to handle.”

         Maybe not such an easy out, then. “Thank you for offering. I have to go to the airport, like, right now. I will be back in a week. I just. I have to deal with this.”

         Tara followed Miriam out the door, as etiquette demanded. No emotion ever got between Tara Sloane Chadwick and proper etiquette.

         Miriam was already regretting leaving things this way, but she couldn’t figure out how to fix this chasm right now. She had far wider chasms to worry about.

         “I’ll call you a car,” Tara offered, a little stiffly. She always got formal when she was upset.

         “My Lyft’s already here. I’m sorry I’m missing the takeout you ordered. I owe you a dinner next week.”

         One week at Carrigan’s to say goodbye. It would be over before she knew it.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Miriam

         

         The car had barely turned off her block when her phone rang, again, this time with a Britney Spears song.

         If she didn’t answer, Cole would just keep calling. Cole had been her best friend since college, and while she loved him more than life, he was a lot. She wasn’t particularly ready to deal with him, but then again, she wasn’t ready to deal with anything. She might as well start somewhere. “Cole.”

         “MIMI, WHERE ARE YOU?!” he demanded. “You never answered my texts I need you immediately.”

         “Cole, breathe real deep.” Miriam rubbed her hand over her face. “I’m on my way to the airport. I need to book the next flight to New York.” She stretched out her booted legs, belatedly wishing she’d stopped to change her socks. Her entire world had just crashed, but she would rather focus on her eighteen-hour grungy socks.

         “You just got home,” he whined. “What, is there an antiquing emergency? Do the Old Ladies need you?”

         “I’m not going for work,” she said, dragging in a breath. “I’m going to Carrigan’s.”

         “Carrigan’s?” His voice lit all the way up, nearly screeching. Cole had a long fascination with the idea of Carrigan’s, which was most of the reason she’d never taken him there. When they’d met in college, she had still spent every winter break on the farm with Cass, Hannah, Levi, and the rest of the Matthewses, but she’d always found an excuse to leave him behind. By the time she stopped going for good, they’d been living in different states.

         “Wait, you don’t go to Carrigan’s. Ever. What happened?”

         She braced a hand against the side of the car, grasping for purchase against the wave of grief as she said, “Cass died.” She heard him suck in his breath. “I have to sit shiva.”

         “I’ll meet you at the ticket counter.”

         “What? You can’t just hie off to upstate New York.” She couldn’t ask him to come keep her company in a place he’d never been, to mourn a woman he’d never met. Although she ought to have expected him to offer. It was like him to drop everything for her.

         Her sweet, loyal boy, her platonic puzzle piece.

         “I’ll meet you at the airport, Mimi. I’m buying your ticket! I’ve been trying to get you to take me to Carrigan’s for years.” Cole hung up before Miriam could tell him no.
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         By the time she saw Cole in the ticket line, she had stopped shaking. Mostly.

         Cole was huge—very nearly six and a half feet—and built like a rower, with shaggy sand-colored waves of hair and guileless ocean-blue eyes. He’d played lacrosse in college and sailed a yacht. He was a quintessential Southern Bro, hiding a progressive heart behind clothes embroidered with lobsters. When he showed up at the airport in a too-small ugly Halloween sweater over a pink button-down with a popped collar, she felt herself start to breathe a little bit. Cole coming was good. He would distract her from falling apart, and he would pick her up if she did.

         “I know you’re going to have an opinion about the sweater.” He held her hands tightly, curling his large body protectively around her very small one like a big brother—or a daddy penguin. “But I’m here with my credit card to whisk you away to your ancestral homeland, so don’t give me shit.”

         “I never lived at Carrigan’s, Cole. I’m from Scottsdale. In Arizona?”

         “Shh.” He shook his head. “Don’t ruin the magic. I’m ready to immerse myself completely in the Spirit of Christmas. I’m going to be Father Christmas! No, Brother Christmas. I’m too young to be a father.”

         He pulled away, bouncing on the balls of his feet. His suitcase, a vintage piece Miriam had bedazzled, threatened to roll away from him. Miriam knew that part of him was exhilarated about finally going to Carrigan’s, but part of it was an act for her. He was giving her an opportunity to fall into their comfortable, playful banter so she could get through the terrible mundanity of the airport intact.

         “Also, Mimi. I’m so, so sorry. I know Cass meant the world to you.” He dropped his backpack and wrapped her in a painfully tight hug. “I’m so glad I invited myself. You need me. You can’t face your parents alone.”

         Miriam decided to sidestep this mention of her parents. She was going to let Cole’s performance sweep her away for a few hours, before she had to face a Carrigan’s without Cass. Instead, she focused on the rest of what Cole had said.

         “You’re thirty-five, Cole. People our age have kids who are in high school. You’re past old enough to be Father Christmas. And I think you are overestimating the Carrigan’s experience.”

         “It’s basically the set of a Hallmark movie, right?” His eyes were those of a kid waking up the morning of a Disney World vacation.

         She tried to temper his excitement and her own anxiety at the same time.

         “I mean, that’s not wildly inaccurate. But remember, I haven’t been back in ten years. And the Christmas festival doesn’t start until November first, which isn’t for a couple of weeks. It might not even be Christmas-y, yet. I don’t know what it’s like now, especially with Cass gone.”

         “My body is ready. My faith is going to be renewed. I’m going to find true love.” Cole gestured wildly. “I’m prepared. I packed my candy cane boxers. I can’t wait to meet the real Santa, thinly disguised as a large white-bearded man named Kris.”

         She laughed a little, but it threatened to turn into a sob. He put his arm around her shoulder, shuffling them both up to the ticket counter.

         “You’re Miriam and Cole,” the woman at the computer said, her eyes wide. “Oh my gosh. Can I take a selfie with you? I always hope I’ll run into you around town, this is so exciting. Are you going on a buying trip for the new store?”

         Miriam winced. Not a Bloomer, not right now. The fandom for her online store, and its associated Instagram and Pinterest, was big enough that her followers had given themselves a name. She was used to getting recognized by Bloomers in public, but she couldn’t put on her Bloomer Face today.

         Her carefully cultivated persona was for her own privacy. She was incredibly grateful to her fans for making her artwork a viable career, but they wanted to know her, and she barely wanted to know herself. Having that Bloomer Face to slip into had helped her avoid spending too much time in her own brain over the years, but today, when her past was at her doorstep, it was an ill-fitting costume.

         She was grateful when Cole took over the conversation, snapping a selfie with the woman while he handed her both their IDs. He steered Miriam meekly to the winding line for TSA. She could barely feel her feet touching the floor. He continued their conversation as if she was responding. It was how he’d been talking to her, basically without stopping, for seventeen years.

         “Isn’t Tara freaking out that you’re not helping her prepare for some terrible rich-people party her parents are throwing?” he asked as they put their shoes back on past security.

         “Your parents are friends with her parents,” she pointed out. “You’re richer than she is. You took Tara to cotillion.”

         “Yes, so I’m uniquely qualified to pass judgment on their parties. They’re terrible.” He swung his arm around her as they walked, and she let her body relax against his.

         “She’s freaking out, a little. She doesn’t think I really need to go. But someone needs to help my cousin Hannah mediate all the cousins. Plus, my parents,” she added, grimacing. “And I need to do it, for Cass. It’s important.”

         “Well, I do love sitting shiva,” Cole said. “I could eat a hundred hard-boiled eggs. I’m basically Gaston. And, if need be, I can always kill your dad for you.” He shrugged, as if he were joking, though Miriam knew he probably wasn’t. Underneath the yacht bro exterior was a hacker with a feral sense of loyalty to the people he considered his, one that could sometimes supersede his morals. The only reason he hadn’t already wreaked havoc with her dad’s identity was that Miriam had asked him not to.

         On the plane, Miriam toyed with the corner of her drink napkin. When Cass was younger and still traveled the world, she would jot down little letters, sketches, and observations. Cass wrote in sharp, uppercase letters of various sizes, with unexpected capitalizations and a great number of exclamation points. She would tuck the napkins into cheesy cards and send them to Miriam from Kathmandu and St. Petersburg and Cairo. Miriam had a box full of them under her bed.

         After Miriam stopped coming to Carrigan’s, Cass’s napkins kept arriving. When Miriam least expected it, an envelope would arrive filled with cutting observations and cynical but loving gossip. She checked her purse for a pen, thinking she would do a drawing to keep up the tradition.

         Instead, Cole’s conversation sucked her in.

         Cole was not an introvert. He’d been known to opine that introverts do not exist. He had trouble understanding that other human beings did not, necessarily, want the gift of his running commentary on the world around him. Miriam found him oddly calming to tune out to.

         He was giving their poor, polite seatmate a monologue, describing Carrigan’s with the zeal of a promotional brochure, only not quite accurately, having never been there.

         “Mimi’s aunt bought the farm with money she inherited from her father, who started a greengrocer business from nothing as a Polish immigrant.1 She was some sort of scandalous vaudeville dancer in the twenties2 and her family cut her off,3 so to piss them off she bought a Christmas tree farm!” He clasped his hands to his heart as he said this, as if it were the most delightful thing imaginable.

         “Then, she turned it into a whole Christmas Festival that runs from Halloween to New Year’s. There are sleigh rides and hot cocoa tastings, barn dances, gingerbread competitions, cookie swaps, and something at midnight with reindeer. They even put real candles on trees and have a big ceremony to light them. It’s a walking, talking Christmas card owned by an old Jewish lady,” Cole continued. “It’s literally the best place on Earth—sorry, Disneyland.”

         Miriam decided to rescue the stranger. She laid her head on Cole’s shoulder.

         “Distract me, bashert.” Miriam said. Cole, blessedly, left the seatmate alone, and turned his body, squished into a middle seat, fully toward her to better regale her with the emergency he’d called her about earlier.

         Once again, he had ghosted a perfectly nice girl. She wasn’t convinced this was an emergency, but he needed to talk out what tiny thing he’d found wrong with her. He met lots of wonderful women and always seemed to like them a great deal, until he found a problem, got bored, or forgot they existed. Miriam wondered if he just hadn’t met anyone yet who made him want to be serious. As she ribbed him comfortably about his dating habits, her stomach settled into their well-worn dynamic.
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         They landed at LaGuardia, Cole once again physically moving her through the packed crowds. She didn’t know how she would ever have gotten out of the airport without him. The only thing her brain had room for was terror at the prospect of going back home. They took the train upstate, to Advent, the closest station to Carrigan’s Christmasland. Advent was the kind of small town that went all out and then some for Christmas, although Miriam wasn’t sure if that was because of their proximity to Carrigan’s, or if Cass had chosen the land for Carrigan’s because of its nearness to an already-established Christmas destination.

         Stepping off the train used to mean seeing Aunt Cass, in high-heeled boots, turban, and fur coat, climbing out of her beat-up farm truck with mud splashed up to the windows. Now, it meant anonymously boarding the Carrigan’s shuttle and bouncing along the winding road through the trees. The absence felt like a vacuum had opened inside her.

         All of the Adirondacks was riotous in autumn reds, lush and crisp and overdressed. There were glimpses of lakes and flashes of moose. Then the Christmasland came into view over the curve of a hill. The house and its immense lawn sat at the front of the property, with 160 acres of evergreens growing behind it. Little-girl-Miriam had taken enormous pleasure in spending Hanukkah at the Hundred Acre Wood.

         Carrigan’s Christmasland was the velvet Elvis version of a Thomas Kinkade painting. They entered through giant double wrought iron gates, in curling filigree C’s. Miriam had hoped every inch would be draped in greenery and winking colored lights (Aunt Cass was of the immovable opinion that tiny white lights were for suckers and the only correct Christmas lights were the giant colored glass bulbs). But instead there was a dark, empty lawn, like the whole farm was wearing mourning colors. The Christmas Festival started in two weeks, and they hadn’t decorated yet.

         Miriam dragged her feet, walking up the front porch. Dilapidated and rumored to be haunted, the original Victorian mansion had been on the property when Cass bought it in the 1950s. Cass had lovingly restored the turrets and balconies and white cake trim while adding large, rambling wings for guests. It wasn’t massive, not a true hotel. There were twenty-five guest rooms, staff quarters, a top floor where Cass lived, and an attic full of strange treasures. Behind the house sat a barn that was mostly for housing hay, reindeer, and tractors, save for the occasional dance. Next to it were stables for the horses, a carriage house, a couple of small guest cottages, and a work “shed” the size of a three-bedroom house.

         Miriam hadn’t been inside the inn for a decade. Standing before the front door, she steeled herself against the onslaught of emotions she’d organized her life around running from. Until now, she couldn’t be anywhere that reminded her of her father, even this place that should have been a haven. She brushed her fingers over the mezuzah for strength, expecting any moment to freeze in terror.

         But the terror didn’t come. Just grief and the feeling of coming home she’d always experienced standing on these steps.

         The front door opened into a hallway that, in any other year, would be draped in garlands. To one side was a massive kitchen, to the other, the great room they used as an event space. From there rose a curving staircase. The ceilings soared up to the second floor, and a fireplace stood in the center of one wall, topped by a massive carved mantel. Carrigan’s wasn’t ready for the Christmas Festival, and it made everything feel so much more real. Cass’s absence hung over every empty spot that used to hold a stocking.

         The staircase led to the guest rooms, which surrounded a central landing that had been made into an entertainment area, with comfortable couches and a flatscreen TV. Down the stairs sauntered a tortoiseshell cat the size of a pony with ear tufts as wide as a human hand. It wound its way around Cole’s legs.

         “Kringle!” Miriam exclaimed.

         “Hello, pretty girl.” Cole knelt down to rub the cat, whispering absurdities about its glorious size and fluffiness.

         “Kringle is a boy. He’s a Norwegian forest cat who wandered in one day from the snow.” As she crooned gently to the animal in question, he rolled onto his back, exposing four feet of belly floof.

         “All tortoiseshells are girls,” Cole argued.

         “Most tortoiseshells are girls,” Miriam corrected. “The ones who aren’t”—she pointed at Kringle—“are magic.”

         “I hesitate to ask how much he weighs,” Cole said as he lifted Kringle up to get an estimate—and was engulfed by the monster.

         “I’m going to take you home,” he whispered.

         “Cole! Do not steal the cat!”

         “Did I hear ‘Cole’? Miriam, have you finally brought us the Infamous Cole?”

         Miriam’s cousin Hannah came down the stairs, darting in for a quick, hard hug. Her hair was the color of dark honey and looked sun-burnished even inside. It was braided down her back, reaching to her waist. Her eyebrows winged over dark eyes, olive skin, and soaring cheekbones. Miriam’s heart, which she’d thought was already as broken as it could be, shattered into tiny shards at the sight of her.

         Hannah, her entire childhood in a person, one-third of the trifecta of trouble that made up every happy memory Miriam had from before she’d left her parents’ house. Her first real friend. Hannah, who she’d relegated to likes on social media posts and rare, stilted phone calls. She’d sacrificed so many relationships to be free of her father, and she’d pretended she didn’t miss Hannah like a hole in her heart, but she couldn’t now.

         Hannah turned to Cole. “I’m so excited to finally meet you!” She threw her arms around him, and Cole, never a man to turn down a hug, picked her up.

         “Mimi, your cousin Hannah looks like the Jewish Mae West? I’m very angry that you’ve withheld this vital information from me for seventeen years.” Cole grinned.

         Miriam elbowed him. “I think Mae West was the Jewish Mae West.”

         Hannah stepped back and scanned Cole. “You, however, look like Dick Casablancas got put through a Froyo machine.”

         “I’d be offended if that wasn’t the exact vibe I’d been cultivating. Is there a room for me, or do I have to sleep on the floor in this miscreant’s room?” Cole asked. “Or in a manger?”

         “I think there’s room for you at the Christmasland Inn,” Hannah said, already moving. “C’mon, Casablancas, I’ll put you in Miriam’s childhood room. It still has some of her old Baby-Sitter’s Club books tucked into the back of the closet.”

         “Oooooooh.” Cole followed Hannah up the stairs. “I’ll see you in the morning, my love! Claudia Kishi awaits me!”

         Hannah looked back over her shoulder at Miriam. The Business Boss mask that Miriam hadn’t known Hannah was wearing slipped, and her face fell for a moment into agony. Realizing she no longer knew how to read her cousin’s face pierced her. Miriam wanted to hold her but didn’t feel she had the right. All the bridges between them were either burned or long neglected and in terrible disrepair.

         “Will you be okay finding your room?” Hannah asked. “I put you in the old Blue Rose room.”

         Miriam nodded. “I need to go find the Matthewses, first.”

         Aside from Cass, the Matthewses were the people who had loved Miriam the longest, and best, of anyone in her life. Mrs. Matthews was the cook at the inn, and Mr. Matthews handled general maintenance for all of Christmasland. Now in their sixties, they had been born in Advent and gotten jobs at Carrigan’s as teenagers. They’d fallen in love and stayed, caring for Miri and Hannah alongside their son Levi and their younger twins, Esther and Joshua.

         Miriam’s parents hadn’t been parents but jailers. Hannah’s were documentary filmmakers who traveled the world, homeschooling her from far-flung locations until she convinced them, her sophomore year of high school, to let her live full-time at Carrigan’s. The Matthewses always had room for all of them.

         Miriam found Mr. Matthews sitting on a tall stool at the kitchen island, drinking a cup of tea and watching his wife roll out cookie dough. The blue delft tile was the same as it had been all her life, a crack in one corner of the island where she’d dropped a heavy pot when she was twelve. Behind Mrs. Matthews was the pantry door where she’d marked Miriam’s height every holiday, and past that was the mudroom where Miriam and Hannah had taken off snow boots a thousand times.

         When Mrs. Matthews looked up and saw Miriam, she dropped her rolling pin to the counter with a clatter, and Mr. Matthews turned around. In a moment, they had surrounded her in a hug.

         She thought she would have to walk on tiptoes to avoid being decimated by memories of her father’s abuse, with tiny trauma landmines scattered about, still active after so many years. There hadn’t been any, yet, although she wasn’t letting her guard down. What she hadn’t expected was how much more deeply she could breathe here, seeing these beloved faces.

         “Finally,” Mrs. Matthews said, putting her hands on Miriam’s cheeks and looking into her eyes. “You owe us a sit-down.” Miriam nodded solemnly. She owed them more than that.

         “Soon. I promise. I’m not going anywhere,” she told them.

         Part of her wished that were true, that she wasn’t leaving in a week, that she had all the time in the world here.

         
            Footnotes

            1 He was a Ukrainian baker.

            2 This part was mostly true.

            3 She remained very close to her family all her life. While they thought she was eccentric, they were proud of her for building her own business.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

            Noelle

         

         Noelle Northwood woke up the morning of Cass’s funeral to a pit of dread in her stomach and a crying hangover. It wasn’t as bad as the drinking hangovers she used to get, but it wasn’t great. She wasn’t ready to go to a second funeral for a second mother. Burying one in a lifetime had been plenty.

         From the time she’d lost her parents to the day she’d shown up on Cass’s doorstep, she’d been adrift. Then Carrigan’s had opened its doors and heart to her. Noelle felt she and the farm belonged to each other. The trees were her salvation, and Cass had given them to her.

         She wasn’t ready for this funeral, but she never would be, so she got dressed. She freshly buzzed her undercut and put on her carefully constructed Dealing with Funeral Visitors outfit, black slacks with a black button-down, the sleeves worn long to hide her tattoos, in deference to the Orthodox side of the Rosensteins. Her tie and suspenders were black matte with embossed black stripes. It was a look Cass would have approved of.

         On her way out the door, she patted the head of the elephant statue that sat next to her fireplace. Like much of the art at Carrigan’s, it was inexplicably decoupaged and covered in glitter, of unknown provenance, and decidedly odd. Noelle loved it very much.

         In the kitchen she started laying out pastries and little quiches Mrs. Matthews must have spent all night baking. When Noelle found carafes of hot cocoa waiting on the kitchen island, she wondered how late Mr. Matthews had dragged his wife to bed. Today they would all three be walking the tightrope of having been family but not relations. Mrs. Matthews was handling it by making sure everyone was fed. Mr. Matthews was, Noelle suspected, handling it by fixing things that didn’t need fixing, and trying to make his wife rest. She would have to check on them both. Along with Cass they were the chosen parents of her heart. She needed to make sure they weren’t left adrift this week.

         The door to the kitchen swung open. A tiny woman who looked exactly like a very young Cass walked in, barefoot, wearing a puke-green reindeer sweater and leggings with a T-shirt wrapped around her head like a pineapple.

         The woman blinked at her. Noelle blinked back, her mind racing. Who was this elf?

         She must be a Rosenstein cousin Noelle hadn’t met yet. She was far too beautiful, far too early on this particular morning, for Noelle’s comfort.

         Noelle saw the woman do a surreptitious perusal of her body, her eyes lighting in interest. She felt a little fizzle in her stomach. She would have absolutely sworn five minutes ago that the morning of Cass’s funeral was the last time and place on Earth she would ever feel a spark of interest in a woman, but that was before this elven person had walked into the kitchen.

         “Is there coffee—” the elf asked, her voice still fuzzy with sleep.

         At the same time, Noelle said, “I’m sorry, this is rude, but what on Earth are you wearing?”

         The elf huffed out a little sound that could have been a laugh. “I’d just come back from a trip when I got the call about Cass, I left my house in a hurry. None of my clothes are even clean, much less suitable for sitting shiva,” she explained. “I took the sweater from my best friend. It used to light up, so I guess small blessings?”

         “Very small. Hot cocoa?” Noelle offered, as the woman settled warily on a stool, looking behind her like she was bracing for something unpleasant.

         The elf raised her eyebrows and scowled. “Is there…espresso…in the hot cocoa? Because otherwise, definitely no.” With her face scrunched up, she looked like a grumpy cat meme. Noelle found it oddly charming.

         “There isn’t currently, but I think I can make it happen.” Noelle flipped a kitchen towel over her shoulder. Espresso, she could do. Espresso was mindless, and let her turn her back on the strange, interesting woman interrupting her grief.

         “You’re my new favorite person,” the elf said happily, before laying her head on top of her folded arms. God, she was cute. Noelle told her brain to pipe down. This was a Rosenstein, here to mourn. She didn’t even know the woman’s name. She should be hospitable, and not a creeper, even if the elf had looked at her with stark interest.

         “Bagel? Muffin? Croissant? I have about fifteen freshly baked carbohydrates available for consumption.” She pointed to a serving platter covered in choices. “Or, if I know Mrs. Matthews, there will be challah French toast in the dining room soon.”

         “Are they from Rosenstein’s?” the woman asked, perking up. Cass’s family had made their money and reputation in a bakery that was now famous for traditional Jewish baked goods. Noelle had learned fast that all the extended family tree was fiercely loyal about their pastries.

         She pretended affront. “Would they be anything else?”

         “I will have a muffin now and also some French toast later,” the woman announced, as if she were deciding something of grave import. Noelle handed her the cup of hot cocoa containing two perfectly pulled shots of espresso, and an orange cranberry muffin.

         The elf sighed happily. Noelle’s stomach flipped.

         Then Hannah walked in.

         “Oh! I’m so glad you’re both here. My first best friend and my forever best friend.” Hannah draped an arm over the elf’s shoulder. “Noelle, this is my cousin Miriam. Miri, this is Noelle, the farm’s manager, my number one best ever person.”

         The flip in Noelle’s stomach turned to a dive.

         The elf was Miriam Blum. Miriam—the woman who had abandoned Carrigan’s and broken Cass’s and Hannah’s hearts—was in their kitchen, looking beautiful and vulnerable and devastated, making Noelle want to wrap her up in a blanket. She’d thought this day couldn’t suck more.

         “I have to go deal with the cousins, Miri,” Hannah said, already walking back out the door, “but please don’t feel you need to talk to them before coffee. I’ll leave you in Noelle’s very capable hands.”

         Noelle could read Hannah’s face, and it said, “Please take care of her right now, I have too much else to deal with.”

         Hannah was an Organizer. She’d been running the Christmasland Inn for years, taking care of Cass as her health declined, and organizing all the Christmas Festival events. She was an unstoppable force with a clipboard and color-coded spreadsheets. If Hannah was delegating, it was because she was desperate for an assist.

         For Hannah, the best friend she’d ever had, Noelle would continue to be pleasant to this woman. But Noelle had seen how the residents of Carrigan’s pined quietly but inexorably after Miriam, continuing to speak of her glowingly all these years after Miriam abandoned them, and she wasn’t interested in getting close to her. She had enough heartbreak for a lifetime, without chasing more.

         “What are you doing awake?” she asked, her voice colder than it had been. She couldn’t believe she’d been flirting with Miriam Blum. “Didn’t you come in late last night?”

         Miriam took a long drink before she said anything, not seeming to react to Noelle’s change in tone. Noelle waited, resting an elbow on the counter, popping a mini quiche into her mouth.

         “I heard my mom is here,” Miriam finally managed.

         This did not answer the question of why Miriam was awake, but it did bring up several more questions.

         “You knew she was coming, right?” Noelle didn’t know all, or even most, of the story of Miriam’s mysterious long absence, but she knew something had happened with her father. Ziva, Miriam’s mother, was Hannah’s dad’s sister. She sometimes came to family events, though rarely with her husband, whom Cass and the extended Rosensteins all hated.

         “One is never prepared for Ziva,” Miriam said, draining half of her gross chocolate coffee in one gulp. When she pulled the T-shirt off her head, a cascade of curls fell out. They were mesmerizing.

         Noelle tried to avoid thinking about how soft Miriam’s hair would be to touch. “Your dad isn’t here. Your mom said he’s not coming,” she said, taking a guess at what Miriam was so wound up about.

         Miriam’s entire body deflated into the stool. So Noelle had been right. What the hell had her father done to make her hold herself like prey hoping to go unnoticed by a predator at the hint of him?

         Never mind. This woman was not her problem.

         As if she’d been summoned, Ziva’s voice filtered into the kitchen. Miriam sighed, pushing off the stool, her shoulders slumped. Noelle followed her out to the dining room, curious against her better judgment.

         Ziva Rosenstein-Blum swept into the nearly empty dining room in her athleisure clothes. Her hair was up in a high ponytail, perfectly straightened. Her yoga pants were designer. Her eyebrows were newly microbladed.

         “Miriam,” Ziva said without preamble, “I stopped to get you a dress for the funeral, so you don’t have to rip up one of Hannah’s.”

         Noelle noticed that Ziva and Miriam did not touch, and that neither mentioned Mr. Blum. She’d met him a couple of times, but he never deigned to notice her. He mocked Cass’s tendency to collect lost souls (never in front of Noelle, whom he considered The Help, but to Hannah, who told Noelle everything), calling Carrigan’s the Island of Misfit Toys. He spent all of his short visits looking itchy, as if the entire Adirondacks were an ill-tailored suit.

         Mr. and Mrs. Matthews appeared from their apartments off the kitchen to embrace Ziva stiffly. Complicated though their relationship seemed to be with the Blums, it stretched back before Noelle had been born, a hundred thousand memories tying them together.

         But she wouldn’t let Ziva, or Miriam, who had been gone for a decade, make her feel like an interloper. Everyone else might be happy to welcome the prodigal daughter back into the fold, but she had no happy memories of Miriam and no reason to make space for her. This place was hers. Ziva and Miriam would leave after the seven days of shiva while Noelle and Hannah would stay and try to get through their first Christmas without Cass, and everything would be…well, not normal, not ever again. But at least there wouldn’t be beautiful careless women in ugly sweaters asking her for cups of coffee.
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         Throughout the day, Rosensteins from around the country trickled in, along with families who had spent Christmas at Carrigan’s for years, sometimes generations. Cass Carrigan had been an eccentric aunt to uncounted lost souls in need of no-nonsense love.

         She was buried in the closest Jewish cemetery in the middle of the drizzly afternoon. The crowd of mourners shuttled out in the big Carrigan’s van, and back again, clothes torn in grief.

         In the great room, Miriam sat stiffly as if she might shatter. Miriam’s friend Cole lounged on a settee, though Noelle still wasn’t clear on why he was there. She’d asked him if he had a job to get back to and he’d changed the subject. Hannah was leaning against the fireplace, and Noelle fretted that her friend’s legs were close to giving out. Noelle rose, wrapping an arm around Hannah’s shoulders to lead her into a corner.

         “What’s wrong?” she asked. “What can I do?”

         Hannah shook her head. “You can’t help. I was just wishing Levi Blue were here.”

         “That’s the worst thing you, or anyone, has ever said to me,” Noelle replied.

         Hannah laid her head on Noelle’s shoulder, and Noelle patted her hair like a child. Levi, the Matthewses’ eldest son and Hannah’s evil ex, was Noelle’s least favorite human being on Earth. He should be here, he’d grown up here, but Noelle was grateful he wasn’t. She could protect Hannah from a lot of things, but if Levi were here, he would break her heart again, and Noelle would be powerless to stop it.

         “Breathe,” Noelle whispered. “What would Cass tell you?”

         “Cass would tell me there were too many fucking people in her house, and to stop letting them eat all her deviled eggs,” Hannah whispered back.

         “Well I can’t fix Cass being gone or heal the damage that is Levi, but I can fix one problem. Let’s go get some deviled eggs,” Noelle said, grateful to have a plan of action instead of floundering around feeling useless and sad, “and then, fortified, we will rejoin the madding crowd.”

         “An egg-quisition plan!” Hannah announced, her voice brave if wobbly.

         Noelle walked behind Hannah, shielding her from being intercepted by relatives. She would get Hannah fed and keep her from collapsing. That was a thing she could do.

         Guests from years past who hadn’t made it to the funeral wandered in over the next few days. Each carried food and memories. They told story after story, giving Noelle back pieces of her heart. The cousin Cass had taken on joyrides on long summer nights, the friend’s business she’d quietly financed, the one-woman show she’d run for a week in Paris before she got bored. Nine decades of eccentric, joyful, idiosyncratic life.

         Noelle had needed this. When her parents died, she’d been alone, and all she’d been able to do was get up in the morning, stay sober, and go back to bed. This process was good. She watched Miriam and Hannah say Kaddish, a minyan around them, and felt for the first time a tiny hope that someday, maybe, she wouldn’t be drowning in this grief.

         But she kept her own stories of Cass hoarded like pearls. In some ways, she’d been just another of Cass’s collected souls; in others, she’d known a Cass no one else saw. The grouchy, misanthropic introvert as well as the cutting wit and the larger-than-life performer. The Cass who snuck downstairs in a silk caftan in the middle of the night to steal snacks from Mrs. Matthews’s refrigerator while smoking a forbidden cigarette out the back door of the kitchen. The Cass who refused to talk about money for farm expenses because it was “simply too boring, and anyway, that’s why I pay you!” The Cass who hid out for months in the off-season, refusing to speak even to her or the Matthewses because she needed to “rejuvenate.”

         That Cass was hers. She’d been a real pain in the ass, and Noelle treasured that secret truth.
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         Shiva marched on. They ate casseroles, cried, and gave themselves space. Hannah kept the guests busy with the help of Cole, whose presence was still a mystery, but who proved surprisingly useful. Miriam spent time with the Matthewses. Noelle walked past her telling an animated story that involved an island off the Washington coast, a sledgehammer, and a bottle of epoxy. Mr. Matthews had his head thrown back in laughter, and Noelle grimaced. What the hell did Miriam do that was more important than being here? Miriam caught her eye and smiled, a flush on her cheeks, and Noelle turned away. She spent a lot of time with her trees after that.

         When the week ended, Cole went back to Charleston, the family all left, and only the Carrigan’s crew stayed—except for Miriam, who was scheduled to fly out of the city the next day.

         But before she could leave for the airport, Cass’s lawyer arrived. Mr. Elijah Green, Esquire, was a tall, thin Black man with a short afro and frameless glasses. He was one of Noelle’s favorite people in all of upstate New York, or maybe the world. He was dryly hilarious, endlessly welcoming, and the driving force behind whatever queer community she’d managed to find in these mountains. She pounced on him, and he squeezed her tightly.

         “How is Jason? How are the twins? Is your mom feeling better?” Noelle was ecstatic to see her friend—and also talk to someone she hadn’t spent the week with.

         “Jason is currently negotiating a truce between the twins because one wants to have a twin Halloween costume, and the other does not. My mom’s hip is healing really well, probably because my sister is on her every day to do her exercises.”

         “She’s killing me at Words with Friends, with all her spare time,” Noelle said, and Elijah laughed before adjusting the sleeves of his argyle sweater carefully. All his movements were precise and measured. Noelle knew him as her rad gay friend who always had a gathering going, the guy who made pub quiz and karaoke and book club happen, but she’d never seen him lawyer before. He cleared his throat.

         “I’m so sorry to have missed the funeral—” he began.

         “If you had missed your grandmother’s ninetieth birthday for her funeral,” Hannah said, “Cass would never have forgiven you.”

         He nodded. “I realize this is absolutely not an ideal, or even reasonable, time to talk about Cass’s will, but I needed you three in the same room. I wasn’t sure if Miriam was staying past the seven days, or I would have waited. My mom sent a casserole,” he added, as if by way of apology. “I put it in the fridge.”

         All of this seemed ominous. Why did they need to talk about the will? For years, Cass had said she was leaving Carrigan’s Christmasland to Noelle and Hannah, to continue to run it as they’d been doing. Maybe Cass had left Miriam something as well, some small remembrance?

         Hannah ushered them from the great room into the library and waited for everyone to settle.

         “We need to discuss the property and business of Carrigan’s Christmasland. Up until last year, her will had, for some time, reflected that she wished to leave the business and land in equal parts to her niece Hannah Rosenstein and her general manager, Noelle Northwood.”

         The hackles on the back of Noelle’s neck rose. All her muscles tensed.

         “However, recently Cass amended her will to split the aforementioned assets in four equal parts, leaving the third and fourth portions to her niece Miriam Blum and Levi Matthews. It’s my understanding from my last conversation with her that she had not made any of you aware of these changes. Is that true?”

         “I’m sorry,” Miriam squeaked, “she did what?!”

         Noelle was half out of her chair, her face slack. She looked to Hannah for some idea how to respond. Hannah’s entire body seemed to have frozen into a cartoon version of shock, eyes as wide as plates, hands half raised to her mouth. Noelle scrubbed her face, pulled the ends of her hair straight up, sat down and crossed and uncrossed her arms, stood back up, and leaned against the back of the chair. None of it helped.

         They all stared at each other.

         “Okay, this is easy, right?” Noelle asked, breathing in and out slowly, trying to stay calm. “Miriam can sell us her portion, and we’ll go on with our lives. Levi doesn’t care what we do.”

         Hannah made a little sound in her throat, and Noelle winced. She never knew when the sound of Levi’s name was going to gut Hannah.

         “Miriam, you don’t want to be part of running Carrigan’s, right?” Noelle asked before getting up to pace.

         She could fix this. She and Hannah wanted to spend their lives running this place. They’d planned it, talked about it, dreamt of it. They were good at it. Great, in fact. They could just go on running it, even if Cass had had some last-minute terrible idea.

         “What on Earth was she thinking?” Noelle asked the room.

         “I know what she was thinking, as I was present when she amended the will,” Elijah answered, though the question had been rhetorical.

         “Although Cass was a decent, if idiosyncratic, businesswoman, traffic had dropped off sharply in the past few years,” Elijah explained. “More people are buying artificial trees, fewer are heading out into the country to have a Christmas experience. The recession happened and Cass dragged her feet on creating an internet presence for the farm. Carrigan’s used to subsist on Christmas tree income and returning annual holiday guests, but that’s not viable anymore. She was forced to take out a second mortgage, and she’d fallen quite far behind. The members of the bank board knew Cass for decades, but with her gone, they’re no longer able to honor the, uh, somewhat unorthodox verbal repayment agreement she had with them. Because Carrigan’s is an important local institution, they’re willing to work with you on repayment if you can present them with a viable plan, but there’s no way around it: the farm is in real financial trouble. Cass believed the four of you, as a team, could right the ship.”

         In her shock, Noelle dropped onto the couch with a thump, startling Kringle. Cass believed what?

         “She loved the ship metaphor,” Elijah continued. “She said she had a dream that Carrigan’s was a ship. Miriam was the sails, the creative wind. Noelle was the anchor that kept everyone from blowing off in wild directions. Hannah was the captain, Levi was the map to unknown lands, and she, Cass, was your North Star.”

         Everyone was quiet a moment.

         “She changed our entire lives based on a dream about a ship?” Hannah asked, sounding stunned.

         “This is Cass we’re talking about,” Noelle murmured, and Hannah nodded slightly. It was a very Cass move.

         “How am I supposed to help make any of that a reality?” Miriam asked, incredulously. “I don’t have any real money anymore, not the kind you’re talking about. I spent any savings I had renovating my store, and that’s sunk cost even if I wanted to get it back. But I don’t. I’m about to open my dream shop, I have a fiancée and a life in Charleston. Besides, I don’t know shit about trees. Or hotels.”

         Noelle’s brain stuck on the word fiancée. It was bad enough that she’d flirted with Miriam Blum, but an engaged Miriam Blum? This week kept getting, impossibly, worse.

         “She didn’t want your money, Miriam.” Elijah pushed up his sleeves, smiling. “She wanted your brilliance.”

         “What could I possibly contribute to Carrigan’s?” Miriam snorted. “Ruined antiques?”

         “I’m trying to think like Cass,” Hannah said slowly. “What would Miriam bring to Carrigan’s, if this were her home base? There’s room for a studio and a shop in the carriage house, maybe. She could bring traffic in during the summer months…” She trailed off at Noelle’s glare and shrugged. “If this is what Cass wanted, shouldn’t we at least have a conversation about it?”

         Noelle didn’t want to have a conversation about it. Miriam had been handed this magical place on a platter, and she’d thrown it away. She’d left Cass for ten years and never came back, even when Cass was dying. She had no place in Carrigan’s present or future.

         “Elijah,” Noelle asked, “leaving the rather serious question of Levi aside for a moment, walk me through what it would look like if we bought out Miriam.” She tapped her short, buffed fingernails against the wooden back of the couch, the sensation helping her think.

         “Well, the first question is, do you have the money to do that?” he answered.

         Hannah shook her head. “I certainly don’t. My parents had Rosenstein money, but making documentaries is expensive. And I’ve been here since college, getting paid, well, the family rate.”

         She pulled her cardigan closer around her, and Noelle shook off her own panic enough to realize that her best friend was terrified, with much more right to be. To Noelle, Levi was an annoyance, and Miriam a problem to solve. To Hannah, they were the other two legs of her stool, and they’d left her here alone to wobble desperately before she’d miraculously found her own balance. Now, she had to rely on the same people who’d proven themselves unreliable to do right by the only home she’d ever had.

         “Wait,” Miriam interrupted. “I should sell it to you both. And I probably will, cheap, so it’s not a hardship on you and I can go back to my life. But Cass must have left it to me for a reason. I’d like to think about that before I make any final decisions.”

         She looked around but Noelle refused to meet her eye. “I just found out this was happening, and I can’t even process it. I need some time, Noelle. Hannah. I’m sorry. Can you give me a little while?”

         “How much time?” Noelle growled. Some better angel deep in her consciousness told her she was being unreasonable and unfair to Miriam, who had been taken by surprise as much as anyone. She told her better angel to shut it.

         Hannah reached across their chairs and squeezed Miriam’s hand. “You don’t have to know right now, babe,” she sniffled.
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