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Charlotte Donovan was cursed.


She’d been trying to ignore the signs all day long, but now, three weeks before Christmas, she found herself stuck in a vintage cage elevator between floors four and five having a panic attack, and denial was no longer an option.


Granted, she’d known the truth since she was a kid—December was the month the universe conspired against Charlotte and rained down an amalgam of mishaps, everything from a mundane red wine spill on a white blouse to the disaster five years ago she wouldn’t even let herself think about anymore.


Except here she was, clawing at the latticed elevator door of Elle’s Upper West Side building, thinking about it.


“We’ll get you out of there, sweetie. Just stay calm.”


This was from Sloane, her colleague at the Manhattan School of Music and cofounder of the Rosalind Quartet, which they’d started together two years ago. Charlotte couldn’t see her—well, she could see Sloane’s booted feet standing on the fifth floor, cuffed jeans just above her ankles—but her friend gave off a decidedly relaxed air that made Charlotte want to scream.


“Easy for you to say,” Charlotte said, bouncing a little in hopes the elevator would take the hint and do its goddamn job.


“I don’t understand it,” Elle said from next to Sloane. Charlotte could also only see their feet, which were covered in socks featuring tiny cellos and Christmas trees.


How wonderfully festive.


Charlotte’s lip curled as she turned her gaze away, looking up at the elevator’s ceiling as if it held a clue to escaping this hell.


“This has never happened before,” Elle said.


“Of course it hasn’t,” Charlotte said through her teeth.


“What do you mean by that?” Sloane asked.


Charlotte exhaled, closed her eyes, tried to breathe through her frantically pounding heart. For all intents and purposes, Sloane was her best friend, though Charlotte never thought about her in those terms exactly. Sloane was definitely a friend. A good friend. They drank nice wine together. Arranged music for their ensemble, for their students. They’d even cowritten a few original pieces that had ended up on the quartet’s debut album, Evergreen, just released this past October. Charlotte also knew that Sloane’s parents had divorced amicably, and she had an older sister who lived in Nashville, who, according to Sloane, was the butch lesbian complement to Sloane’s femme bisexual style.


Best friends, though?


Charlotte balked at the term, even though she was pretty sure it was the one Sloane would use. Still, best came with expectations, a ride-or-die sort of commitment, and Charlotte hadn’t felt that for anyone in a long time.


Five years to be exact.


Not that she missed that kind of closeness. If anything, its absence was a relief, which was probably why Sloane knew nothing about Charlotte’s December curse. Last Christmas was their first in each other’s lives, and Charlotte had managed to avoid any and all disasters in Sloane’s presence. Clearly, this year, the universe was upping its game.


“Holy shit, that’s why the elevator isn’t working?”


This London accent belonged to Manish Sahni, the fourth member of their quartet—he played viola—who had obviously just arrived on the fifth floor safe and sound via the marble staircase Charlotte had been too tired to take.


Oh, December, you fickle little bitch.


“It’s fine, Manish,” Sloane said in that tone she used when she was trying to keep Charlotte calm during rehearsals. Charlotte hated that tone, like she had to be managed. She was the manager, not the managee, goddammit.


The elevator’s walls seemed to close in on her then, as if to say, Oh, really? Charlotte hugged her violin case to her chest and whimpered.


“Sweetie, it’s okay,” Sloane said softly, which only made Charlotte’s panic rise like lava inside a brewing volcano. She hadn’t meant for that whimper to be audible, but in her defense, she’d been stuck in this cage for a good fifteen minutes, and she was about to lose her shit.


Maybe she should give in, let December win, because it was only the seventh, and the jammed elevator was already the third mishap of the day.


The first misfortune was easy to chalk up to coincidence. It was New York City in December, after all, so when Charlotte had stepped off the curb at the crowded street corner by her apartment early this morning and been promptly jostled so vigorously she’d ended up ankle-deep in a slushy puddle, her tea upturned and mixing with the snow and ice, she’d tried to shake it off. Sure, her brand-new leather boots didn’t appreciate the dip, but maybe that was just what she got for wearing them the day after the season’s first snowfall, light as it had been.


The second calamity happened hours later, while she was grading finals for her Arranging for Strings class in her office at the Manhattan School of Music. It was the last day of the semester before break, and grades were due by four o’clock that afternoon. Her vision had started to blur, and she realized she hadn’t yet had a single drop of caffeine. She got up, calm as could be, exited her office for the small faculty kitchenette down the hall, turned the corner, and was very soon wearing what seemed to be a giant smear of jam all over her black cashmere turtleneck.


“Oh my god, Ms. Donovan, I’m so sorry.” Tansy, the String Department’s secretary, who changed her hair color weekly and always looked at Charlotte as though Charlotte might unhinge her jaw and devour her at any second, stood there red-faced and purple-haired. “I’m so, so sorry.”


“It’s fine,” Charlotte said tightly, the right thing to say, her arms held out to avoid spreading the mess.


Tansy looked like she might cry, and Charlotte fought a long-suffering sigh. Instead, she forced a smile and chose to focus on the pleasant aroma of what smelled like raspberry-pepper jam currently mottling her sweater.


The secretary handed Charlotte her napkin, then retrieved her toasted bagel from the floor, and that was that. It was just a sweater, and Charlotte moved on with her day. She changed into a spare black blouse she kept in her office and surged forward, marked finals, went over her arrangements for the quartet’s rehearsal that evening. A normal Thursday if ever there was one.


At least that’s what she told herself.


At five o’clock, she turned off her computer, packed up her violin, put on her black peacoat, and tugged a black knit hat over her long salt-and-pepper hair. She headed out into the cold evening, the Upper West Side already bustling with holiday energy—lights framed shop windows, garland curled around lampposts, and there was a group of young carolers just outside Sakura Park—all of which she tried to ignore. She walked with her head down, her violin tucked like a treasure under her arm. She watched her feet, making sure she avoided anything that could potentially trip her, cover her in something sticky, or damage her person in any way.


When she made it to Elle’s building on Central Park West, she smiled to herself as she rang the bell, a silly kind of triumph swelling in her chest.


“Come on up!” Elle’s voice trilled from the box.


Elle lived alone on the top floor of a historic Upper West Side building called the Elora. Their grandmother, Mimi, the only family member Elle still had a relationship with and who was an actual actress in LA during the latter years of the Golden Age of Hollywood, had owned the large, sparsely furnished apartment since the 1960s but lived in LA full-time, as she hated the cold eastern winters in New York. In her absence, Elle was more than happy to take care of the apartment, a corner of which made the perfect rehearsal space for the Rosalind Quartet.


A buzzer sounded, and Charlotte stepped into the marble-floored foyer, a vast space that sported an ornate chandelier, a set of marble stairs, and one of those vintage cage elevators with a gate you had to pull shut yourself.


It was beautiful and glamorous, and Charlotte always felt like she was stepping into another era when she was inside. And now here she was, trapped—not in some glitzy age of stardom but in purgatory.


“Okay, my super is calling the fire department,” Elle said now.


“Seriously?” Sloane said. “He can’t fix it?”


“I don’t think he’s all that handy.”


“He’s the super.”


“Not so super at fixing shit, apparently,” Manish said.


Their feet shifted around at Charlotte’s eye level, but she tuned them out. She was going to be here forever. She lived here now. Just send down some bread and water and she’d make it through somehow. Christmas in the Elora’s elevator—not all that much worse than her actual plans, which consisted of DoorDash and triple-checking the itinerary for the quartet’s European tour their manager, Mirian, had just sent over that morning. One whole month starting in London on December 29, complete with guest lecturer events at the Royal College of Music and the Conservatoire de Paris. It was everything Charlotte had been working toward her entire life—international reach for her edgy interpretations of classics, her original compositions, a chance to prove that Charlotte Donovan was a force in the music world, that everything she’d given up had been worth it.


Everyone she’d given up.


A flash of white in her mind.


White everywhere—an intimate space with white twinkle lights lining every crease and curve, white flowers garnished with red winter berries, the crispness of her white suit as she waited . . . and waited . . . and waited . . .


Fuck. She pressed her fingers to her temples before yelling, “Get me the hell out of here!” Desperation clung to her voice, and she hated it, but she couldn’t change it either. She pressed her back against the far wall, closed her eyes, and waited . . . and waited . . . and waited . . .
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Two hours later, Charlotte spilled out of the elevator and into Sloane’s arms. She tried to hold it together. She really did, but she clung to her friend like a kid, pushed to the absolute brink with zero ways to manage herself.


Still, she didn’t cry. She wasn’t a crier. Hadn’t even cried when she’d been left at the altar five years ago. Not right away, at least, and certainly not in front of anyone. No, that lovely response waited until two days later, when the manager at the hotel in Paris had called to see why she and her wife had not yet checked in to their honeymoon suite. Even then, she hadn’t let the tears spill over, but had squeezed them back where they belonged. In the years since, she’d learned coping mechanisms for when her moods went dark or stress tugged her edges a bit too taut. But December was always a tricky month to navigate, and the elevator . . . well, it was hard to hold everything in check when stuck in a four-by-four square of wood and metal.


“Sweetie, it’s okay,” Sloane said, freezing for a second but then pulling Charlotte close. “It’s over. You’re out.” She held Charlotte tightly, and Charlotte allowed herself to be comforted.


Just for a second.


Finally, she pulled back, rolled her shoulders straight, and took a breath. “I’m fine. It was fine.”


“Fine?” Manish said, holding a glass of red wine, his black hair messy, as though he’d run his hands through it over and over. “I nearly had a nervous breakdown.”


Elle patted him on the shoulder, their short, pale-pink locks swooping over one eye. “Yeah, Manny, real tough for you, buddy, what with the couch you sat on for the last ninety minutes and the whole bottle of wine you went through.”


Manish sent a brown hand through his hair again, then took another sip. “Half, at most.”


“Bottle of wine?” Charlotte said, her limbs still trembling a little. “Manish, we have rehearsal.”


“I said half!”


Sloane ignored him and folded her light-brown arms. “Honey, I think we can skip that for tonight.”


“What?” Charlotte said. “Absolutely not.”


“Char,” said Elle, who loved to shorten everyone’s name, whether they liked it or not, “how about a glass of wine?”


“If Manish left you any,” Sloane said. Manish flipped her off.


“I don’t drink when we’re playing,” Charlotte said tightly. She was out of the elevator, but the panic remained, this feeling that she was slipping, losing control. She never let herself get to this state. Usually, she just spent the month of December hibernating in her apartment and trying not to regret turning down the invitations she’d received back in September to join a symphony’s holiday concert lineup.


She didn’t play Christmas music.


Hardly played in December at all, lest disaster strike. Her violin alone was nearly irreplaceable, and if anything were to ever befall her hands, wrists, or fingers . . . well, needless to say, very little was worth that risk. But this year, with the tour coming up and their album just released, she’d had no choice. The quartet had completed a small New England tour over fall break in October and played a number of smaller venues here in New York, all to packed houses. So far, she’d managed to avoid major performances in December, but that didn’t negate the need to rehearse.


“I know,” Elle said, “but maybe a few sips will take the edge off?”


Charlotte shook her head and brushed past her colleagues toward Elle’s apartment. Inside, she went straight for the northwest corner, where four mismatched chairs sat facing one another, a rainbow of color, and promptly set her violin case down on her usual lilac-hued seat.


She opened her case, taking out Rosalind, her violin, so named for Rosalind in Shakespeare’s As You Like It. A woman who adapted, who did whatever she had to do to get what she wanted, what she needed. She’d always been Charlotte’s favorite Shakespearean heroine, thus the inspiration for her violin’s name. She’d had this violin for seven years, since before, and it had seen her through some very low and dark times, her one constant. When she and Sloane met two years ago and started throwing ideas around for a quartet, Rosalind seemed like the perfect name for an all-queer group that took classic string pieces and twisted them just so, creating something new and powerful, something unexpected.


Now she breathed easier just setting her hands on Rosalind’s neck, feeling the strings under her fingers. Granted, her fingers still trembled a bit, but that would stop as soon as she started playing.


“Charlotte,” Sloane said firmly, coming up next to her and eyeing her shaking hands. “Just sit down for a sec.”


Charlotte shook her head. “I can beat this.”


Sloane frowned, glanced at Manish, who shrugged. “Beat what?”


“December,” Charlotte said. “This whole season. I’ve done it all my life and—” She cut herself off, pressing her eyes closed for a beat before lifting her violin to her shoulder, more to keep her own mouth shut than anything. She didn’t talk about the curse. Never had . . .


Except with one person.


She zipped her bow over the strings, then adjusted the fine tuners until all four strings sounded perfect.


“What are you talking about?” Sloane asked.


“Nothing,” Charlotte said, forcing a smile. “Let’s just play, yeah?” She turned around to beam her commanding smile at Manish and Elle as well, only to find the other two members sitting on Elle’s giant turquoise sectional, glasses of wine in their hands. “What are you doing?”


Sloane tilted her head, curls bouncing into her face. “Protesting.”


“Protest—what?” Charlotte let down her violin and met Sloane’s eyes. “Seriously?”


“Seriously,” Elle said, crisscrossing their jean-clad legs and patting the spot next to them on the couch. “What Slo said.”


“We’re not playing a note, love,” Manish said, “until you sit down and take a bloody breath.”


Charlotte felt her shoulders drop in defeat. It wasn’t often that her group rebelled against her—after all, her single-minded ambition had gotten them pretty far—but on the rare occasion they bucked her orders, she knew there was no moving them.


The only way out was through.


“Fine,” she said, all but stomping over to the couch and sitting on the edge next to Elle, violin propped primly on her knee. “Fine, see? I’m breathing.” She made a show of taking several deep breaths, all of which resulted in a sense of dizziness rather than calmness.


“Oh, yes, very convincing,” Sloane said, sitting down on Charlotte’s other side and pouring them both a glass of wine from the open bottle on the tufted lavender ottoman. Elle, agender and pansexual, was very into pastels. There was even a pink Christmas tree in the corner, complete with colorful lights and sparkly silver garland.


Charlotte took a single sip of wine. It was the only way she’d get out of this intervention and back to work.


“Okay,” Sloane said, tucking her legs underneath her, “no shop talk for a full fifteen minutes.”


“What?” Charlotte said. “Preposterous.”


Sloane just lifted a brow.


Charlotte sighed. “Ten.”


“Twelve.”


“Fine,” Charlotte said, knowing Sloane was just as stubborn as she was.


Sloane lifted her glass as if in a toast, then held it there until Charlotte set her violin next to her and clinked her own glass against Sloane’s.


“Great,” Sloane said after taking a deal-sealing sip. “So. What’s everyone doing for Christmas?”


Charlotte resisted a groan but was pleasantly surprised when Manish and Elle both released their own disgruntled noises.


“Don’t ask,” Manish said, gulping back more wine.


“You and Nate aren’t—” Charlotte started, then stopped. She couldn’t remember if Manish and Nate—his on-again, off-again boyfriend for the last year—were currently together. She didn’t usually try very hard to keep up. As long as Manish did his job with the quartet, she didn’t pry.


“We are not,” Manish said, clicking his teeth together hard on the final t. “He’s going home to Maine.”


“I didn’t think people actually lived in Maine,” Elle said.


“He didn’t invite you to join him?” Sloane asked.


“Nope,” Manish said, popping the p this time.


“Ouch,” Sloane said.


“Yeah,” Manish said. “So I’ll be spending Christmas on my parents’ couch in Ithaca eating chocolate-covered pretzels while my brother and his perfect English wife coo and sing to her pregnant belly, and my mum most likely invites every South Asian gay man with whom she’s ever crossed paths over for dinner.”


“At least you have a place to go,” Elle said. “Mimi is taking a cruise with her new boyfriend, which leaves me here singing Christmas carols with my DoorDasher.”


“Oh, honey,” Sloane said, sitting up and frowning at Elle. “You can’t do that.”


“It’s fine,” Elle said, but Charlotte got a familiar lump in her throat. Elle’s parents lived in Illinois and were extremely conservative. They’d never quite accepted Elle’s queerness, and Elle had left home at the age of seventeen, moving to LA to live with Mimi, their liberal grandmother. They still spoke to their parents, but rarely, and they’d never spent a major holiday with them, at least as far as Charlotte knew.


“No one should spend Christmas alone,” Sloane said, still looking at Elle like someone had just run over their cat.


Elle laughed. “Slo, it’s fine. I’m used to it.”


“Same here,” Charlotte said.


Three pairs of eyes swung toward her. She hadn’t meant to say it. She’d never really shared the intricacies of her family life with the quartet, and she certainly hadn’t shared why she hated December so much.


“What do you mean?” Sloane said, her eyes wide.


Charlotte took another sip of wine to steady herself. “Nothing. Just . . . Christmas is no big deal to me. Just another day.”


Yet even as she said it, her throat thickened. Her body did that sometimes, rebelling and forcing her to feel something she’d really rather not.


“What do you usually do?” Sloane asked.


Charlotte shook her head. “Nothing.”


“Wait, wait, wait,” Elle said, turning on the couch so they were facing Charlotte. “Nothing?”


Charlotte sighed, looked down at her lap. While Charlotte didn’t have a bigot for a mother, she, too, spent most holidays alone. Anna Donovan was a successful thriller novelist who liked to keep to herself and had never wanted kids. When she ended up pregnant at the age of thirty-five—the result of a one-night stand during a book tour—she thought raising a human might be a fun adventure. Something new. Needless to say, the ways in which baby Charlotte fucked up Anna’s life were unexpected and unwelcome. Anna took care of Charlotte, provided for her and paid for violin lessons and music camps, but she was never really there. From a young age, Charlotte had always had the sense she was in the way. Her mother was constantly writing, churning out two to three books a year, had had a couple of movies made from her bestsellers, and involved Charlotte in very little of any of it.


Christmases were cold and lonely affairs, usually highlighted by a wad of cash from her mother and watching Meet Me in St. Louis by herself in the dark, trying her best not to think too hard about the fact that December always brought with it an irremovable stain on her favorite shirt, a couple of failing grades among her usual straight As, a few slips into muddy puddles during her walk to school. She hated December, hated that it was filled with joy and lights and love for everyone, it seemed, but her.


And then, when she was twelve years old, the Fairbrook family moved to Charlotte’s Grand Haven neighborhood on Lake Michigan, right next door. They were a close crew—mother, father, and daughter Brighton, who was exactly Charlotte’s age—and Charlotte felt seen for the first time in her life.


Seen and heard and loved.


From then on, almost every holiday—every Christmas, every birthday—was spent with the Fairbrooks. The Fairbrooks loved Christmas, went all out in every possible way, their house bedazzled with lights, their kitchen always filled with something sweet and warm. And for ten years, Charlotte thought she’d finally beaten the December curse.


It made complete sense that Brighton had wanted a Christmas wedding. And Charlotte had wanted to give Bright anything she wanted.


Forever.


Except forever had turned into never, and now here Charlotte sat, five years later, more Christmas cursed than ever and trying to avoid confessing just how sad her life actually was to her fellow musicians.


“I’m just not a fan of Christmas,” she said. “I never really . . . for the past several years, I just . . .”


“What about your family?” Manish asked, and Sloane and Elle leaned forward a little, their curiosity piqued.


“I don’t really have a family,” Charlotte said firmly, trying to keep any and all emotion out of her voice. It was more or less true. Anna had emailed last week, sure, but just as part of her monthly “check-in,” something Charlotte felt her mother did to avoid being a completely horrible human being. The emails were usually filled with news of her latest book, a benign question or two about Charlotte’s music.


“You . . . you what?” Sloane said, pressing her hand to her chest.


Clearly, Charlotte was going about this all wrong, digging herself deeper and deeper into Sloane’s sympathies.


“No, I do have one,” Charlotte said. “But Anna—my mom—and I don’t really . . .”


Really what? Get along? They didn’t interact enough for even that to be true, particularly after everything with Brighton went to hell. Charlotte hadn’t been back to Michigan since.


“Hold up,” Elle said, holding out a hand. “Anna . . . Donovan? The author?”


“Yeah,” Charlotte said slowly. “You’ve heard of her?”


“Heard of her?” Elle said. “Fuck, I love her books.”


“Wait, she’s that thriller writer, right?” Manish said. “Her book The Wives was just made into a movie, yeah? Came out last year?”


Charlotte nodded.


“Your mother wrote The Wives?” Sloane asked, her eyes a little glassy with hurt. “How . . . how did I not know this?”


Charlotte opened her mouth, then closed it again. She had no clue what to say. Because I never tell anyone anything didn’t really feel appropriate, though that was, essentially, the reason. Charlotte was painfully aware that her story—her past, her mother, her engagement to her childhood best friend that ended in the worst way imaginable—wasn’t exactly happy. She’d rather not dwell on it. She was a successful violinist. She was known because of her talent. Her mind. Her skill. Why couldn’t everyone simply focus on the now and move the hell on?


“I’m sorry,” Charlotte finally said. She didn’t want to hurt Sloane, didn’t want to hurt any of them. She just wanted to live her sad little life, thanks very much.


Sloane shook her head, eyes on her lap. Awkward silence reigned for a few seconds, Manish and Elle widening their eyes at each other meaningfully, Charlotte’s fingertips going white on her glass.


Finally, Sloane sat up straight, knocked back the rest of her wine, and all but slammed the stemless glass onto the ottoman. “You know what? No. This is not how you three are spending Christmas. I fucking refuse.”


She stood up and dug her phone out of her back pocket. “You’re all coming home with me.”


A shocked quiet hung in the air while Sloane tapped on her phone’s screen with enough vehemence to crack the glass.


“Wait, what?” Elle finally asked.


“Um, seconded,” Manish said.


Charlotte just sipped her wine, because surely “all” did not include her.


“You heard me,” Sloane said, still tapping away.


“To Colorado?” Elle said.


“Clarification: to Bumfuck Nowhere, Colorado,” Manish said.


Sloane finally glanced up, a slight smile breaking through her determined expression. “Winter River.”


“Same thing,” Manish said, pouring more wine.


“It’s actually really lovely at Christmastime,” Sloane said, her voice taking on a dreamy quality. “Our town square has this huge tree—the biggest one west of the Mississippi—and there’s music and skiing and lights and food. Plus, my mom owns a bakery, been in our family for generations, so there’s always something buttery and sugary around. There’s even this horrific event they have every year called Two Turtledoves, which is basically a series of holidates for single people to get drunk and hook up. Everything culminates the day after Christmas with an open mic at a bar for people to declare their love . . . or lust, as the case may be.”


“I mean,” Manish said, “that doesn’t sound awful.”


“Shut your mouth,” Sloane said. She leaned forward and whispered, “My mother will hear you.”


“Come on, Two Turtledoves?” Elle said. “That’s fucking cute.”


Sloane shook her head. “Forget I mentioned it. My point is that Winter River is Christmassy and homey and my mom is the best cook in the entire world. Plus, my dad and his wife just renovated her family’s ski lodge in the next town over. My sister and I always spend a night or two over there—ski all day, cozy up by the fire at night. It’s magical.”


“Sounds fake. Like a Hallmark movie,” Elle said.


Sounds like a Fairbrook Christmas, Charlotte thought. She swallowed, looked out the window at the twilit city.


Sloane laughed. “Exactly. Except with more queer people and extremely liberal politics.”


Manish pressed a hand to his chest. “Such a winter wonderland does not exist.”


Sloane lifted one brow. “I dare you to prove that.”


Manish twisted up his mouth, eyes narrowed. Manish loved dares—reveled in them, concocted them all the time for the quartet. One night this past April, they’d ended up playing in the middle of the Brooklyn Bridge at ten o’clock, the result of a bet between him and Elle as to how much money they could make busking. Charlotte had tried to squash this tendency in Manish when he first joined their quartet, but she’d learned it was best to just ride the wave—they got back to work quicker that way.


“Oh, challenge accepted,” he said. “I’ve got the miles for a plane ticket and a fierce need for a cheery, queery Christmas.”


Even Charlotte had to crack a smile at that one.


“A cheery, queery Berry Christmas,” Elle said, adding Sloane’s last name. “But, Slo, is there room for all of us?”


“Totally. We might have to share rooms, but my mom says the more, the merrier,” Sloane said, tapping away at her phone. “So we’re all set. Elle?”


Elle ran a pale hand through their hair. “Yeah. Sure. Not like I’ve got anything better to do.”


“Yes!” Sloane said, pumping her fist into the air. “Plus, with you all there, the less my mother will harass me about my perpetually single status.”


“No, but I might,” Manish said. Elle elbowed him in the ribs.


“Wonderful,” Charlotte said, standing up. “It’s settled. You all will have a lovely time, I’m sure. Now can we please get back to rehearsal?”


Sloane’s smile vanished, quickly replaced with that take-no-shit look she got on her face whenever Charlotte got really grouchy. “Oh no. There is no you all. There is only we.” She circled her finger around to include all four of them.


Charlotte blinked. “I’m not—”


“Yes, you fucking are,” Sloane said.


“Sloane, I don’t do Christmas. You saw what happened in that elevator. And we’ve still got three weeks to go.”


“What the hell are you talking about?” Sloane said.


Charlotte pressed her eyes closed. She couldn’t say she was cursed. They’d think she’d gone truly bananas. “Nothing. I just . . . I’m fine here. I promise.”


“You are not. You’re coming home with me, or I’m not playing another note until our first concert in London.”


Charlotte’s stomach plummeted. “You’re seriously going to manipulate me into spending Christmas with you?”


Sloane just folded her arms. “It’s for your own good.”


“Agreed,” Manish said, then waved a hand around Charlotte’s form. “You’re like Elizabeth Scrooge over here.”


“Ebenezer,” Charlotte said.


“Exactly,” Manish said, sipping on his wine.


Charlotte looked to Elle for help, always the sweet one of the group, the peacemaker.


Elle just winced. “Sorry, Char, but they’re right. I really think you should come.”


“This is ridiculously unfair,” Charlotte said.


“Think of it this way,” Sloane said, standing and setting her hands on Charlotte’s shoulders. “The two weeks off I was taking so I could go home for Christmas? Well . . . now you get it all back.”


And that did it. Sloane knew it, they all knew it. If Charlotte went to Colorado, they’d all be together. Sure, maybe she’d have to engage in some Christmas cookie baking and sing a few carols, and she’d definitely have to avoid accident-prone situations—skiing? Absolutely not. But she’d get to rehearse for the tour. She’d get to work, and her work had always saved her in the past.


“Fine,” she said. “Now can we please play a fucking concerto?”









chapter 2
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Brighton Fairbrook wiped down the lacquered bar, glaring as that night’s live musician crooned a twangy version of “Silver Bells” into the tiny stage’s microphone. The singer wore a jean skirt and cowboy boots and had long strawberry-blond hair, her pale fingers plucking deftly at her Taylor guitar—a three-hundred series by the looks of it—while she sang about city sidewalks.


“She’s not bad, huh?” Adele said, nudging Brighton’s shoulder. Adele folded her brown arms, the sleeves of her button-up rolled to the elbow, a deep-green vest cutting the perfect fit, just like always. Her dark braids fell over her shoulders, black glasses perched on her nose as she listened to the act she herself had booked. Adele was Brighton’s boss, owner of Ampersand—the bar where Brighton worked—and her only friend in this godforsaken city.


“Mesmerizing,” Brighton said flatly, nodding at a customer lifting their empty gin-and-tonic glass for another.


“Oh, come on,” Adele said. “She’s good.”


“And hot,” Brighton said, grabbing a new bottle of Beefeater gin from the amber-lit shelves behind the bar.


Adele smirked. “Aren’t they all?”


Brighton had to laugh. Adele, a passionate lesbian, had yet to meet a woman she didn’t appreciate. Although, wisely, she never “slept with the talent,” as she put it—the myriad singer-songwriters who came through here each month, searching for any stage that would have them and a willing audience. This was Nashville—stages abounded, as did audiences, but finding listeners who actually gave two shits . . . well, that was the real challenge. Everyone was a musician here, which meant everyone was good, everyone was competition, and no one was ever, ever impressed.


Brighton placed a fresh gin and tonic in front of her customer, telling herself she was glad to be free of Nashville’s hamster wheel. She was glad to have steady work and decent tips at Ampersand. She was glad she didn’t have to constantly restring her guitar, worry about humidity and the wood of her own Taylor getting warped. Didn’t have to chase gigs, email bookers who would never email her back, and spend hours every night pouring out her heart and soul and blood into her songwriting notebook, only to be told she wasn’t good enough, didn’t have what it took, and face betrayal by the very fuckers she’d brought together as a band in the first place.


“You’ve got that look on your face again,” Adele said. She was now sitting on a stool at the corner of the bar, the light from her iPad a blue glow reflecting on her glasses.


“What look?” Brighton said, slapping down a towel and wiping at a spot that wasn’t even dirty.


“That look that means you don’t give a shit about tips.”


Brighton lifted a brow. “Are you telling me to smile?”


“I would never. But maybe, you know, try to at least look like you’re not out for blood.”


Adele had a point. Brighton was just barely making ends meet with her tips as it was—she couldn’t afford to be grumpy. Her roommate, Leah, had been pretty flexible on the rent lately, but it came with caveats. Last week, Brighton had found herself at an ornament exchange party for the singles group at Leah’s church. After being late with the rent three months in a row, Brighton hadn’t felt like she could say no to the invite, so she’d ended up with a plastic Christmas pickle ornament and fake smiling for an hour at a guy in khakis and boat shoes while he talked about the album he had just released, a folked-up version of sacred Christmas music, because of-fucking-course he was a musician too.


Leah had asked her about Boat Shoes for the next three days, but Brighton couldn’t even remember his face, to be honest. Brighton liked cis men sometimes, but it took a lot to catch her attention, and Boat Shoes had done nothing but bore her, despite Leah’s insistence he was the greatest guy. Leah was twenty-four and a conservative Christian, a tiny detail she’d neglected to include in her Craigslist ad for a roommate six months ago. The resulting partnership had made for an interesting living situation, considering Brighton was not only agnostic but also very, very queer.


Suffice it to say, Brighton was desperate to make the rent on time this month. Leah was perfectly nice, but whenever Brighton got roped into some church event, she ended up stuck in a conversation that was, essentially, some version of “hate the sin, love the sinner,” and Brighton preferred to leave the word sin out of her identity altogether.


So she put on a smile and fluffed her dark bangs until they fell over her forehead just so. At least she’d get out of this town in a few days, heading home to Michigan for Christmas. Brighton couldn’t wait. She wanted her mom’s cinnamon hot chocolate and her family’s traditional lineup of Christmas movies playing every night, always starting with Home Alone. She wanted to walk along Lake Michigan’s snowy shore, icy waves locked in midcrest so that the whole world looked like another planet.


She and Lola used to—


She froze midstir of a dirty martini, shook her head to clear it. She and Lola . . . there was no she and Lola. Not anymore. Not for five years now, but Lola still crept into so many of her memories, like a habit, especially at Christmastime. Five years was nothing compared with the ten before that. Still, Lola might as well be a ghost, might as well not even exist at all, and Brighton didn’t care to think too deeply about why.


About how it was all her fault.


She plopped an olive into the drink and handed it over to a girl with brown curls and green eyes. Their fingers brushed, just for a second. The girl smiled, her gaze slipping down from Brighton’s own dark eyes and pale face to the black-and-gray tattoo of the Moon tarot card surrounded by peonies on her upper right arm.


“I love that,” the girl said, eyes back on Brighton’s.


“Thank you,” Brighton said, feeling her cheeks warm, and rested her forearms on the bar. She rightly sucked at dating, but hookups she could do. She looked at the girl through her lashes, smiled with one corner of her mouth. “It’s—”


But she froze as the musician onstage shifted from “Silver Bells” to a song that most definitely was not a Christmas tune, the familiar, catchy melody like a splash of ice water in Brighton’s face.


Rain is gone and I’m feeling light


Your ripped jeans like silk and wine


Cherry lipstick still on my mind


Can’t blame me, darling, I’m back in line


Brighton closed her eyes, tried to block out the lyrics she’d heard on Saturday Night Live a month ago and now couldn’t seem to escape, even sitting in her own bar. The song, “Cherry Lipstick,” was everywhere—Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, Spotify, covered at least twice a week in Ampersand. In the last six months, the band, a trio of queer women called the Katies, had rocketed from near nothingness to the hottest thing to hit millennial and Gen Z ears since Halsey.


To most people, “Cherry Lipstick” was just a song—a damn good indie pop song that many a gal would probably attach to their queer awakening, but a song nonetheless—and the Katies were just a band finding some success. Good on them. So this ubiquitous song playing in all corners of the world was fine and dandy . . . except for the fact that a mere nine months ago, Brighton had been the Katies’ lead singer.


And now she most definitely was not.


The singer arrived at the chorus, belting out the lyrics with such gusto, Brighton was positive the woman was in the middle of her own awakening.


“Oh, I love this song.” The girl was still standing in front of Brighton, martini in hand. “Don’t you?”


“Ah, Christ,” Adele said under her breath. “Here we go.”


Brighton glared at her friend, then turned a saccharine smile on the girl. “It’s a fucking masterpiece.”


At Brighton’s tone, the girl’s smile dimmed, and she drifted away toward her friends. Just as well. Brighton was clearly in no mood to be accommodating, and anyone who loved “Cherry Lipstick” was bound to be horrible in bed. Granted, Brighton knew her logic there made absolutely zero sense, but it made her feel better in the moment, so she went with it.


“Isn’t it time for your break?” Adele asked.


Brighton sighed, pressed her fingers into her eyes. “Yeah.”


“Then by all means.” Adele waved her hand toward the back room, but her expression was soft. Adele knew all about the Katies and Brighton, knew the whole affair was still an open wound. Knew Brighton hadn’t touched her guitar or sung a single note since Alice and Emily’s betrayal nine months ago.


Adele reached over and squeezed Brighton’s hand, then gave her shoulder a little shove. “Go. Jake’s got this.”


Brighton obeyed, nodding to Jake, the other evening bartender, before pouring herself a large glass of water. She disappeared into the back, passing through the bustling kitchen, fry cooks dipping Monte Cristos into vats of oil, until she reached Adele’s office. The song followed after her like a ghost.


I can’t, I can’t forget the taste


Your cherry lips, your swaying hips . . .


She gulped her water, then set the empty glass on Adele’s desk and kept moving, passing by the big leather couch on her way to the back door. She burst outside into the cold December air, breathing it into her lungs like a new form of oxygen. She leaned against the building’s red brick and closed her eyes, which were starting to feel tight and watery. On Demonbreun Street, she could hear the bustle of the Saturday night crowd—laughter, more live music, all the sounds she used to love.


The sounds she used to be a part of.


Because she clearly loved being miserable, Brighton took out her phone and opened up the Katies’ Instagram page. Three hundred and ninety-three thousand followers. And counting, no doubt. Emily’s dark curls haloed around her lovely face, falling nearly to her shoulders. She favored crop tops and plaid pants, and Brighton even spotted the pink-and-green pair Brighton herself had found at that thrift store in the Gulch last winter. Alice was brooding, as always. A tiny, dark-haired pixie with huge butch energy.


Brighton and Emily had first met at a restaurant in Green Hills where Brighton had gotten a job as a server when she first moved to Nashville five years ago. They bonded quickly over music, melancholy queers like Phoebe Bridgers and Brandi Carlile. They started playing together on their days off, messing around on Brighton’s guitar and Emily’s keyboard in Emily’s tiny East Nashville apartment that she shared with three roommates, but they soon began writing. Lyrics turned into whole songs, which turned into small gigs at coffee shops, just to try it out.


That was how they met Alice.


They’d just finished playing a late-afternoon set at J&J’s, a quirky coffee shop–slash–convenience store on Broadway that also hosted live music, and Alice walked up to them afterward, declaring they needed a drummer.


“And you’re just such a drummer?” Emily had asked.


Alice had grinned. “I sure as hell am.”


And she was—brilliant and passionate and driven. Soon the three of them were sharing an apartment in Germantown, and when they discovered they all shared the same middle name, same spelling and everything—Katherine—the Katies were born.


That was four years ago. Four years of struggle, gigs that paid nothing, tiny regional tours to audiences of ten or less. Still, it was everything Brighton had ever wanted. Being in this band, part of something that she’d made, something that felt like her, had been worth it all. Emily and Alice had been a lifeline during a time when she was sure she’d ruined her life, ruined every good thing she’d ever had. They’d reminded her that she still had herself. Still had what it took to create and perform. At least she’d thought so at the time, when those dreams were still possible. Still alive.


Now Brighton couldn’t help but smile at a photo of Alice smirking at a topless Emily, Emily’s bare back to the viewer. The two of them had always had chemistry, though they’d never officially gotten together. Brighton wondered if they were now, this silly photo evidence that they might have taken the leap.


Then she read the post’s caption—a shoot for NME magazine.


And on Emily’s other side, there she was.


Sylvie.


Even her name sounded musical. Red hair like a Siren, feathery bangs like a rock star. Emily and Alice had discovered her in some bar in East Nashville nearly a year ago, when Brighton had been home for Christmas. Emily had wanted to bring her into the group as another singer and songwriter, a suggestion Brighton did not take very well. The three of them had been clashing on their sound at the time—Emily and Alice wanted to go more King Princess–style pop, while Brighton clung to angsty folk-rock as her inspiration.


Sylvie, of course, was pop all the way, funky and fresh and sexy as hell. Even Brighton could admit that. Then, this past March, it had all come to a head when Emily invited Sylvie to a Katies practice without even running it by Brighton first. Sylvie played one of her own songs on her guitar—“Cherry Lipstick”—and Brighton hated it. Said as much, which Sylvie took with an annoying amount of grace.


“This is the direction we’re going, Brighton,” Emily had said. “If you don’t like it, maybe this isn’t the best fit for you anymore.”


Brighton had left rehearsal before she really started crying, then went home to Michigan for a week, figuring everyone would calm down with some time off. But the day before she flew back, Emily had called her, told her she was out.


And that was it.


Nearly four years of friendship and struggle and creative work finished in a single phone call, all for a redhead with a talent for writing bops.


Brighton knew she should swipe out of Instagram—her own account was currently set to private with all of 120 followers, so there were no notifications for her to check. For Brighton, social media was now nothing more than a catalog of her failures, everything she was missing out on. Still, she couldn’t help but type another name into the search bar, another account she didn’t dare follow but couldn’t seem to leave alone either.


@ROSALINDQUARTET


The grid was much different than the Katies’—muted colors and the deep wood of stringed instruments, four beautiful, very clearly queer musicians in the throes of their art in various auditoriums and theaters.


One woman in particular drew Brighton’s eye, always did. Salt-and-pepper hair and gorgeous, quintessential red lipstick, black attire. Lola’s style never changed, not that Brighton ever expected it to. Lola had started going gray at twenty-one, and Brighton was glad to see she’d just let her hair silver, never once dyeing it, as far as Brighton could tell. It looked beautiful—regal and ethereal, just like Lola.


“What the hell are you doing out here?” Adele’s voice piped up from behind her. Brighton clicked her phone dark. Adele knew about Lola . . . Well, she knew that Brighton had been engaged and it hadn’t worked out, but that was about it. Brighton left out the smaller story points, including Lola’s name and the fact that she was pretty much a world-famous violinist now. She was simply known to Adele as the fiancée, like some mythical creature who only existed in legend. Brighton left all the finer details—as well as the particulars surrounding her and Lola’s disastrous wedding day—to her own torturous musings.


“Just getting some air,” she said to Adele now.


“It’s freezing,” Adele said, rubbing her arms.


Brighton nodded, goose bumps texturing her own bare arms. She hadn’t even noticed, honestly. Too busy being a sad sack.


“Hey,” Adele said, nudging her shoulder, “do you need to go home?”


“Do you want me to?” Brighton asked. God, she really was a sad sack—her own boss was pretty much begging her not to work.


Adele pressed her mouth flat. “You’ve got to move on at some point, baby girl.”


She said it so softly, so gently, Brighton nearly started crying right there. Trouble was, she felt like she’d been moving on for the last five years, and she hadn’t gotten anywhere.


Before she could say anything else, her phone vibrated in her hand with a call. Only one person ever called her, so her heart already felt ten times lighter when she saw Mom flashing across the screen.


“Mama, hey,” she said, her throat thickening as she pressed the phone to her ear. Mama only slipped out when she was feeling really sorry for herself.


Adele gestured to the door, but Brighton shook her head, grabbed onto Adele’s arm. She didn’t want to stand out here alone anymore, even with her mom on the phone.


“Hi, darling,” her mother said. “I’ve got Dad on the line here too. You’re on speaker!”


“Hey, Rainbow,” her dad said, employing the name he had used for her ever since she was four and latched on to a Rainbow Brite doll. The nickname became even more fitting when she came out as bisexual when she was thirteen. “How are you?”


“I’m good,” she said, her voice nearly fluorescent. Adele rolled her eyes. “Can’t wait to be home in a few days.” She stuck her tongue out at Adele.


“Oh, honey,” her mom said. “I know. That’s actually why we’re calling.”


Brighton’s back snapped straight, all her senses on alert. Her mom’s tone had gone a bit too sweet, almost songlike, the way it always did when she had to deliver bad news.


“What’s wrong?” Brighton asked. “Are you both okay? Is Grandma all right?”


“Fine, Rainbow,” her dad said. “Everyone’s fine. Fit as fiddles.”


Brighton exhaled. “Okay. Then . . . ?”


Her parents were quiet for a second before her mom said it all in one rushed breath. “The magazine is sending me to Provence to review a new winery, so your dad and I are going to be in France for the rest of the year. I’m so sorry, baby.”


It took Brighton a second to register her mother’s words. But when they hit, they hit hard. “What?” was all she could get out, her voice a pathetic squeak.


“I know,” her mom said. “The timing is so horrible, but the magazine just landed a spot at the winery’s opening, and we’re the only American publication invited, so it’s a pretty huge deal.”


Brighton felt dizzy and slid down the wall a bit more. The rough brick scratched her back, and Adele grabbed her arm.


“You okay?” Adele mouthed.


Brighton couldn’t answer. Didn’t know the answer. Her mom had been the head chef at Simone’s, a fancy restaurant in Grand Haven, for all of Brighton’s childhood. Four years ago, she retired—arthritis making it too hard for her to continue working in a kitchen—and started writing for Food & Wine magazine, traveling the country and reviewing restaurants and bistros. She loved it, and Brighton knew going to France to do nothing but eat and drink wine and write about all the eating and drinking was a dream come true for her.


“That’s great,” she managed to say.


“I wish we could bring you with us, honey,” her mom said. “I asked the magazine, but—”


“No, it’s okay,” Brighton said carefully. “It’s fine. I’ll be fine.” Her brain whirled, trying to think just how she’d be fine. Her only grandmother lived in Florida, near her mom’s oldest sister, Brighton’s aunt Rebecca. She supposed she could go there, but the idea of spending Christmas in swampy Tampa, her uncle Jim drinking Bud Light Lime in his pleather La-Z-Boy and watching Fox News twenty-four hours a day, made Brighton literally nauseous.


“You sure?” her mom said. “We don’t have to go.”


That sobered Brighton up a little. “Mom. Of course you have to go.”


“That’s my Rainbow,” her dad said, and Brighton could tell he was smiling. “I told her you’d be fine. You’re a grown woman.”


“A grown woman,” Brighton repeated, as though saying it out loud would make it true. She felt anything but her two years shy of thirty right now. Still, a lie rolled off her tongue, easy as pie. “Yeah. I . . . I have some friends here who are getting together on Christmas Day. Adele and . . . some others.”


Adele’s brow lifted.


Brighton ignored her.


“I’ll spend the day with them,” she continued. “It’ll be fun.”


“Oh, good,” her mom said, exhaling so loudly her breath buzzed into the phone. “I’m so glad to hear that, baby. Tell Adele we said hi.”


Brighton nodded, even though her mother couldn’t see her, and proceeded to ask all the right questions about her parents’ trip—when they were leaving, the name of the winery, etcetera and so forth.


By the time she hung up ten minutes later, her chest felt tight enough to burst.


“Aren’t you a smooth liar,” Adele said, facing Brighton with her arms folded.


Brighton leaned her head against the building, looked up at the inky-black sky. “My parents are going to France for the holidays. I had to say something.”


Just like she’d said so many somethings to her parents since the Katies had booted her out—I’m doing awesome! Things are going great! Of course I’m still playing! I’ve got a gig this weekend! And the next! I’m a star!


Okay, she hadn’t exactly said that last one, but the spirit was the same. Her parents believed she was a fully functioning adult in Nashville, paying her rent dutifully and living her musical dream as a solo artist. They didn’t even know how to access Instagram or TikTok, much less search for their own daughter among the accounts. The lies were easy, harmless, and made Brighton feel like someday they might actually cease to be lies if she just kept at it.


Kept at what, exactly, she wasn’t sure. All she’d done for the last nine months was sling martinis and draft beer and grind her teeth at every musician who stepped onto Ampersand’s stage.


“Fuck,” she said, dropping her head into her hands. She just wanted to go home. Maybe she still could. She had a plane ticket. She loved Grand Haven more than any other place in the world. She’d be fine spending Christmas . . . all alone.


But without her parents, she’d have no buffer. No traditions to fall back on. Every shop and restaurant, every bike path and snow-covered sand dune, every rise and fall of the lake already reminded her of Lola every time she went home, but she always had her parents to distract her. Her mom, only twenty-one years old when she’d had Brighton, was pretty much her best friend, and without her . . .


Brighton would drown under all the memories. She’d absolutely drown by herself. She knew she would.


Before she could stop them, tears streamed down her cheeks. She tried to wipe them away, but Adele saw them anyway.


“Baby girl,” Adele said, pulling Brighton into her arms, which really set Brighton’s tears loose. Adele patted her back and let her cry, which Brighton took full advantage of. She couldn’t even remember the last time someone had hugged her—probably her mother, back in March, right before her entire life blew up.


Again.


“All right,” Adele said, rubbing Brighton’s cold arms. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do.” She pulled back and looked Brighton in the eyes. “You’re coming home with me for Christmas.”


Brighton blinked. Sniffed some snot back up her nose. “What?”


“You heard me,” Adele said. “You’re not going home by yourself, and I know I’m your only fucking friend in the world, so you’re coming to Colorado with me. You can tell all your woes to my mom over a nice cup of cocoa. She’ll love it—my sister and I never tell her anything.”


Brighton prepared herself to refuse, but who the hell was she kidding? Adele was her only friend, and she was desperate enough right now that the idea of crying into a strange woman’s lap actually sounded pretty nice. She knew Adele’s parents were divorced and her mom owned a bakery and liked to meddle, which Adele and her sister—whose name Brighton couldn’t remember at this very moment—took it all with a grain of salt. Honestly, a little motherly meddling sounded pretty damn great right now.


So she nodded, dried her eyes with her shirt, and then she and Adele went back to work. The next day, she got on her airline’s website and spent all her rent money on the exorbitant fee to change her plane ticket from Grand Rapids to Colorado Springs. She dreaded telling Leah and hoped, at the very least, someone brought homemade peach pie to the next potluck dinner.
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