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“THEY’RE EVEN MORE BEAUTIFUL than I imagined,” Jen Fitzgerald said as the florist’s assistant set the first box of arrangements down on a folding chair at the end of the nearest row.

And that was saying something. Because Jen had been imagining hosting a wedding in her family’s barn for approximately as long as she’d been able to imagine a wedding—so well over twenty years.

It had started with a child’s simple logic. Once Jen learned, as a little girl, that all weddings didn’t have to happen in a church, because you could just get the minister and take them pretty much anywhere, her five- or six-year-old self hadn’t been able to imagine anyplace better to get married than her family’s barn. After all, what could be more wonderful than the smell of oats and hay, the dust-mote light pouring through the slits time had opened between the old planks, and the soft noses of her favorite horses?

But as she’d grown up, instead of discarding the idea along with so many of the other silly misconceptions of her childhood, her thoughts of a wedding in the barn had only gotten stronger. When her friends began to pick out hotel ballrooms or rent out the Knights of Columbus hall for their own weddings, Jen always thought back to her own barn and how much more beautiful it would be than a sterile old fluorescent-lit hotel or a dark, low-roofed community club—if it was just done up exactly the right way, by someone who knew how.

And when the craze for barn weddings started up, and she began to see spread after spread of country-themed weddings in the bridal magazines, the idea formed into a plan.

She didn’t love her day job, managing the office of Dr. Brown, the town’s pediatrician. She liked the kids. She liked Dr. Brown. She liked the small streets of the town, and the friends she’d had all her life, whom she still got together with on weekends, a lot like they had when they were kids. But part of her itched to get out, and see the world—to have a life that had more in it than the confines of Blue Hill, even though there was no other land that was more beloved to her in the world.

And some quick napkin math showed her that if she played her cards right, filling the barn with weddings all summer could give her enough income to do what she wanted for the rest of the year. Her mind began to flood with visions of lace draped from the crossbeams and troughs stuffed with roses—as well as the trips to sunny climates she’d be able to take in the winter: Greece, Argentina, India… And then her childhood best friend, Beth Dean, had called from New York City to say she was getting married—and she wanted to do it at home.

The Dean and Fitzgerald farms were neighbors, which in most cases would mean their actual homes were miles apart, but by a quirk of the land they shared, both families’ ancestors had built their homes and barns within a stone’s throw of one another, probably so both homes could enjoy the vast, gentle rise they both sat upon, which allowed them a commanding view of the fields around them, and even, on clear nights, the twinkling lights of town, miles off. From the property line that divided the two yards, the farms stretched out for acres on either side. And between them was a giant pine tree that the two families had a Christmas tradition of decorating together every year, filling it with lights that could be seen from the hilltop for miles around.

So when Beth had flown back into town months before, trying to figure out how she was possibly going to hold a wedding fancy enough to impress her extremely fancy in-laws-to-be, Jen had mentioned the idea of doing it in the barn where the two of them had spent so many delightful hours together as girls, right there in Blue Hill—and mentioned the fact that she’d be willing to plan the whole thing herself.

Now here she was, although she could barely believe it herself: the night before the very first wedding she’d ever planned.

And the flowers, which she’d been dreaming about for all those years, changing them up from hydrangeas to daisies, from pink orchids to blue iris, from simple clusters of baby’s breath to giant swaths of snapdragons and phlox, were prettier than any of the arrangements she had imagined.

They seemed to fill the whole barn, which was saying something, since it was at least the size of a small church, with a peaked roof and a pair of back doors that opened to the fields beyond, almost the same size as the large swinging front doors that Jen had just walked through. On the left was a row of fenced-off areas for storing hay and seed, now cleaned out perfectly and set up as nooks for guests to congregate, or caterers to prepare meals. On the right were stalls that used to hold far more animals than the two horses who now nodded their heads gladly at the far end of the barn, to acknowledge Jen’s entrance. Between them was a large expanse of well-scrubbed concrete, now set with all the accoutrements to turn it into a real-live wedding venue, holding a hundred and fifty chairs for the incoming guests.

And at each corner of the barn were four beautiful Christmas trees, set with white lights and wrapped in cream velvet ribbon, with fresh flowers dotted among their branches. Together, they formed a spectacular display of Christmas beauty, and one of the most beautiful floral creations Jen had ever seen.

The florist’s assistant was her twelve-year-old daughter, Lindy. Lindy beamed with pleasure at the compliment, and as much pride as Jen thought she’d ever seen.

“Did you help make these?” Jen asked, thinking that must be the reason Lindy looked so proud.

Lindy shook her head, looking down at the sprays of elegant white lilies nestled in fronds of juniper, starred with the tiny blossoms of wax flowers and studded with the bright blue of bachelor buttons, which picked up the fainter blue of the waxy juniper berries, which were also frosted with a faint red. The effect was stunning.

“My mother made them,” she said, looking back up.

Jen told herself she should have known. Almost nobody ever looked that proud of themselves. Even in the midst of their biggest accomplishments, most people could always find a way to doubt themselves. The pride she saw in Lindy’s eyes was a special kind: the pride a child has in their parent’s accomplishments, because only a child knows both everything a parent is capable of—and how hard a parent works to accomplish everything they do.

As Lindy said this, her mom, Pamela, came in, her arms loaded with thick swags of baby’s breath, juniper, and thick pale blue velvet ribbon. Jen recognized the look in Pamela’s eyes, because she knew the feeling herself: wonder, exhaustion, and a smidge of joy.

This was Pamela’s first big gig, as well. She’d been doing prom corsages and holiday centerpieces for her friends for years, and had even worked her way up to doing flowers for a handful of local weddings, where she was famous for turning armfuls of greens cut from the side of the road and flowers collected from the discount bins at the local grocery store into stunning arrangements. But this was the first time she’d worked on a big budget, with hothouse flowers ordered months in advance, rather than whatever she could find in local shops and gardens. She was at least as nervous and thrilled as Jen was, although both of them were working hard not to let on.

“I was just telling Lindy,” Jen told her, “these are some of the prettiest flowers I’ve ever seen.”

Pamela, still on task, didn’t seem to be able to stop to take the compliment in. “I just want to get them in before they all freeze,” she said with a quick grin.

Jen squinted as she looked out the barn door at the sparkling snow that blanketed the surrounding land. Beth and Tom had wanted a Christmas wedding, because they’d first met at a Christmas party, and because Beth had always loved the holiday. And this year, the timing was perfect: Christmas Eve was on a Monday, so almost everyone had the weekend before off, and could take the time to join them for the weekend and still travel home to their families in time for the holiday, just like the old songs sang about. So Beth and Tom had decided it was meant to be—a once-in-a-lifetime chance, not to be missed, to merge their wedding with all the tradition and feeling and sheer beauty of Christmas.

The one thing Jen hadn’t been able to guarantee them about their wedding was that it’d be a white one. But the weather of the past weeks had cooperated with Beth’s plans, too. The whole town looked like a Christmas card.

When Jen turned back, Pamela had already scampered off, hanging the juniper swags over the beautiful white metal arch that would be the focal point of the whole ceremony, while Lindy began to carefully remove centerpieces from their travel boxes and set them out on the dinner tables that guests would migrate to after the ceremony, when the rows of ceremony chairs would be cleared to create a dance floor.

Every arrangement that emerged from the box was like a tiny new burst of stars, turning the barn into a whole new constellation.

Jen leaned back against the familiar wood of the barn, letting herself feel her satisfaction—and exhaustion—for one delicious moment. It was barely after noon, and the barn would be fully decorated before she knew it. A few minutes more, and everything would be perfect.

Inside her purse, her phone rang.

As she fumbled for it, Jen felt a ping of anxiety—but not about the details of the wedding. Beth’s brother, Jared, was coming home for the wedding. It would be the first time Jen had seen him in years. And before he left, they’d been an inseparable couple for years before that.

She and Ed, whom she’d been seeing since the spring, were happy now. Unlike Jared, Ed didn’t have any burning desire to get out of town and see the world. He thought Blue Hill was pretty special, just the way it was, just like her. And also unlike Jared, he was infinitely interested in their relationship. She didn’t think Jared even had any idea when the two of them had first started dating. But Ed had asked her out for the first time on the first of June, and on the first of every other month, he always managed to show up with some little trinket or a small bouquet, to celebrate what he liked to call their “anniversary.”

So it was driving Jen more than a little nuts that every time her phone rang, she wondered if it was Jared. Not that he’d call her on purpose. But she was the contact number for the entire guest list—anyone who had a question, or a problem. If he needed any little thing during the course of the wedding, there was a good chance she’d have to talk to him. And she didn’t know if she was looking forward to that or not.

To her relief, the caller ID came up as Bailey Chester, the local college kid whom she’d hired to drive the charming antique fire truck that she’d hired to serve as a private shuttle for the New Yorkers who were coming from the airport. It was impossible to miss—and it was exactly the kind of country charm that you couldn’t get for any price in the city.

“Bailey,” she said, her heart warming as she answered the phone. Bailey had been relentlessly conscientious the entire time they’d been working together, always letting her know how things were going at any given moment, to an almost aggravating degree. But she had to admit now that it calmed her nerves to know she was never going to have to struggle to get in touch with him—like it or not, he’d be in touch with her. “How’s it going?”

“I’m on I-94,” Bailey said.

The noise in the old truck, she noticed, was incredibly loud. It sounded as if the traffic were practically inside with Bailey. But at his news, she smiled. I-94 was exactly where he should be right now, about half an hour out from arriving at the airport, where everyone would land in the next few hours.

“That’s great!” Jen said. “Thank you so much, Bailey.”

“Wait,” Bailey said.

“Yes?” Jen asked.

“I’m on the side of the road,” Bailey told her.

“Are you all right?” Jen asked, her face suddenly hot and her hands suddenly cold. “Did something happen?”

“I’m all right,” Bailey said. “And so is the truck. Except for the fact that it won’t move.”

Jen’s panicked look took in all the beautiful elements in the barn: the velvet-padded white folding chairs, the thick old wood of the beams, and the garden Pamela was calling forth seemingly out of nothing, even though it was the middle of winter.

Then her mind began to calculate with the details of every itinerary she had practically memorized in the past few weeks.

With a shock, she realized that every single New York guest was already in the air, all expecting to follow the directions she’d given them about finding the fire truck shuttle when they landed.

And right now, nobody was on the way to meet them.
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SYLVIA SIMPSON GLANCED OUT the plane window and sighed.

There wasn’t a cloud in the icy blue sky, but tens of thousands of feet below, the earth still looked like it was blanketed in cloud cover because of the thick banks of white snow that stretched in every direction, except in a few places where it ran out in what looked to be muddy fields. From this high up, she could see the borders of where snowstorms had squalled. It looked as if someone had thrown giant handfuls of flour or powdered sugar over a span miles square, but at the edges the margins were blurred, as if the flour or sugar had turned thinner and thinner as it spread out.

The land was also incredibly flat, which came at first as a bit of a novelty, since she was most used to the spiky landscape of the city or the low hills of the surrounding states, now half-obscured by freeways and subdivisions. Or the flash of ocean between the East Coast and Europe, which she crossed on a semiregular basis for anything from parties to her business as an art dealer. But the novelty quickly wore off, and the miles and miles of flat land began to seem like a bore, then a waste, and then, as it dragged on and on, simply nonsensical.

“So much snow,” Sylvia commented to the woman sitting next to her. “You’d think there’d at least be mountains.”

The woman next to her was in her fifties, probably twenty years Sylvia’s senior. She was dressed in a pair of neat blue jeans and a black-and-red plaid shirt, with her reddish hair pulled back on both sides in a pair of simple silver barrettes. With a steady glance, she took in Sylvia’s own black cashmere wrap, black pin-thin jeans, and black boots, then raised her eyebrows.

“Mountains?” she repeated. “In Ohio?”

“With all this snow,” Sylvia explained, “at least you could ski.”

“I guess so,” the woman said, and looked back at the magazine in her lap, which appeared to be some kind of catalog, not for clothes or furniture, but for plants: dozens of tulip blossoms on one page, stands of daffodils not just in yellow but in pink and white and red on the next.

“Have you been to Michigan before?” Sylvia asked. The flight was scheduled to land there in less than an hour, and before today nothing in the world could have induced her to set foot there, unless someone had inexplicably moved the Venice Biennale to Detroit.

“Born and raised,” the woman said.

“I’m Sylvia,” Sylvia told her. “Is Michigan nice?”

“Darla,” the woman said, with a quick smile. “I guess that depends on what you think is nice.”

“Well,” Sylvia said. “They have a good art museum in Detroit.”

“Never been there,” Darla said.

This fact took Sylvia several seconds to absorb. Then it took her several seconds more to smooth the shock off her face.

Darla looked at her with amusement. “You like art?” she asked.

It was such a strange question that Sylvia was stymied for a moment. One could loathe art, or love it, want it, hate it, be sickened by it or transformed by it—but like it? Could you just “like” the Taj Mahal? Did people “like” Beethoven’s Eighth? How about Michelangelo’s Pietà, with Jesus languishing dead in Mary’s arms, and the grief on Mary’s face? Were you supposed to “like” that?

She wound up making a strangled noise in her throat that she hoped Darla would take whatever way Darla might “like” best.

“You been to Michigan before?” Darla asked, with what seemed to Sylvia to be perhaps a trace of amusement.

Sylvia shook her head.

“You’ve never seen a Great Lake?” Darla asked, her voice incredulous.

It was all Sylvia could do not to roll her eyes. How much different could one lake be from another? “I’ve seen lakes before,” she said.

“Not like this,” Darla said. “These lakes are so big, you can float an oceangoing ship on them. But they’re the only kind of ships like them, anywhere. Transport steel, grain, all over the Midwest. Canada to Chicago, and back again. But you don’t get the big seas on them you get in the ocean. So Great Lakes boats don’t have to be stubby like ocean vessels, because they don’t take the same kind of punishment in the weather. They’re the longest large ships in the world.”

“You’ve been on one?” Sylvia asked.

Darla nodded. “My brother,” she said. “He ships all over the lakes.”

As Sylvia’s eyes widened, Darla’s narrowed. “What brings you to Michigan?” she asked.

Sylvia sighed with the same theatrical dread she’d responded to that question with when her friends back home in New York had asked her what she was doing, flying to Michigan two days before Christmas. Midsigh, she realized that her joke might not land quite the same way with someone who was actually from Michigan. So she broke out in a somewhat awkward but nonetheless bright smile.

“One of my best friends is getting married there,” she said. “To one of my oldest ones.”

Darla raised her eyebrows. “She from Michigan?”

Sylvia resisted the urge to snark a bit about the assumption that her best friend would naturally be a woman. In point of fact, Beth was. Instead, she just nodded. “Blue Hill,” she said, feeling a little uncertain to be saying the name of a place where she’d never been—and had no idea what it was like. “Do you know where that is?”

Darla nodded emphatically. “Oh, sure,” she said. “Blue Hill’s real nice. Some beautiful Hereford stock come from out that way.”

Sylvia had never had much of a poker face, and her eyebrows climbed with surprise at hearing Darla talk like one of the society ladies on the Upper East Side, discussing what families would and wouldn’t be invited to the Colonial Club that year. But she’d never heard of the Herefords. “Oh?” she said, playing along until she caught up with the situation.

Darla nodded again, this time leaning in confidentially, as if she was about to drop one of the great secrets of Michigan high society. “Although my father always preferred Guernsey, himself.”

From the farthest recesses of Sylvia’s memory, the mention of the name Guernsey brought up the image of a milk carton in her mind’s eye, just as Darla added, “Not everybody agrees, but he always claimed they gave the best milk.”

Cows, Sylvia realized. Darla had been talking to her about the merits of different breeds.

“Have you been there yourself?” Sylvia asked, her natural curiosity drawing her on. “To Blue Hill, I mean?”

Darla shook her head. “It’s in the opposite direction from me,” she said. “I’ll be heading west from the airport. You’ll be going back east, into all those farms up along the river.

“But I heard good things about it,” she added, in what was clearly an attempt to be comforting. “Some of the best strawberries in the country get grown up along that way.”

Somehow, that didn’t give Sylvia the comfort Darla seemed to think it should. She was completely unconvinced that the country’s best strawberries would be enough to make up for all the city comforts she was leaving behind. And even she knew enough to know that there weren’t likely to be fresh Michigan strawberries in the stores if there was snow on the ground.

“Where’d you grow up?” Darla asked.

“New York,” Sylvia said. If she’d been in the city, she would have told her Park and Seventy-Third, but she knew that would just be Greek to Darla.

Darla nodded. “And that’s where you live now?” she said.

Sylvia nodded, trying hard not too look too proud of herself. But to her surprise, Darla looked at her with something approaching sympathy.

“You never lived anywhere else?” Darla asked.

Sylvia shook her head, and barely managed to keep herself from adding, Where else would you live?—which she realized probably wouldn’t go over in this context quite the way it did in bars in the city.

“Not even for college?” Darla asked.

Sylvia shook her head again. Some of the best schools in the world were right there in New York, she’d pointed out to everyone who would listen at the time. Why wouldn’t she go to one of them? “I went in the city,” she said.

“Shoot,” Darla said. “I bartended in New Orleans for a year after I graduated high school. And my son Jeff went up to Alaska the last three years running, to process fish. It don’t sound like you’ve seen much of the country, have you?”

Sylvia opened her mouth to object, then realized she didn’t have much to object with. She doubted that Darla would accept Miami, LA, and New Orleans as a representative tour of the United States.

In her hand, her phone buzzed.

“They got phones in New York that work on planes?” Darla said, sounding impressed for the first time.

“I put it on the Wi-Fi,” Sylvia said. “Once we got up in the air.”

She squinted down at her phone’s screen.

“Oh, no,” she said. “It looks like our fire truck broke down.”

“Fire truck?” Darla said, looking at Sylvia as if this wedding might be a whole lot more interesting than she had reckoned.

“I guess?” Sylvia said. “They told us to look for the fire truck when we got out to the curb. I guess it was some kind of antique.”

Her mind began to race through the options, none of which she liked. If whoever had planned the wedding thought it was a good idea to pile everyone into some rickety old fire truck when they’d just been on a plane for hours, what in the world would their backup plan be once the old heap broke down?

“What do you think they’ll do?” Sylvia asked, her eyes wide.

“I wouldn’t worry too much,” Darla said dryly. “There’s more than one automobile in the state of Michigan.”
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“THAT’S RIGHT!” DESTINY BARD told her six-year-old daughter with a mixture of wonder and elation as a perfectly formed white ribbon bow emerged from Jessie’s small, plump, but surprisingly deft hands.

Suddenly, a whole raft of calculations shifted in Destiny’s head.

For some reason, she had allowed the words, “Let me know if there’s anything else I can do. Anything at all,” to escape from her lips the last time she’d talked with Jen about the final details Jen was still struggling to pull together for Beth’s wedding, which seemed to grow in size and complexity every time Destiny talked with either Beth or Jen.

But that wasn’t her worst mistake. Her worst mistake was when Jen, after a pause, had breathed, “Do you really mean it?”

That’s when Destiny should have said, I mean it with all my heart. But now that I think about it, I actually have two children under seven, and a job my boss is always forgetting is only supposed to be part-time. She doesn’t actually care if I’m there forty hours a week. She just wants me to do forty hours’ worth of work, whether I’m there or not. My husband’s got a full-time job, but his boss seems to think there are two of him. So he’s not a heck of a lot of help around the house right now. The dresses down at the bridal shop were such a horrible mix of ugly and expensive that I decided it would be a good idea to sew my own bridesmaid’s dress, even though I haven’t sewn anything since home ec in eleventh grade. The wedding’s this week, and I’m not done yet. So I’m feeling a little overwhelmed now. It’s probably better if I don’t take on anything extra right this minute.

But that wasn’t what she’d said.

Maybe because she was just a sucker, or maybe because she could hear the desperation in Jen’s voice, and recognized it a bit too well herself, she’d said, “Yes.”

And that was how she’d wound up with a dining room table full of white tulle, white ribbon, a minor forest full of faux dusty miller, the silvery leaves made from something like real velvet, to mimic the velvety silver leaves of the real thing. As well as several large boxes of giant white column candles that admittedly smelled better than anything Destiny had ever smelled in her life: a mixture of bergamot, grapefruit, and something else obviously stolen from the borderlands of Eden.

Her job: to cut large rounds of the tulle, wrap it around the column candles, and then fasten the spray of tulle at the top with ribbon and dusty miller.

The first one had looked amazing. But it had taken her half an hour of wrestling with the tulle and ribbon, not to mention the faux dusty miller, which seemed to have a burning desire for freedom, leaping from her hand or slipping through the slick folds of the shiny ribbon at the crucial moment, often enough that her three-year-old, Cody, had already pulled on her pant leg to ask her the meaning of one of the strange words she’d let slip in the process.

At that rate, she calculated, she’d be done approximately several weeks after the wedding was over and all the fancy out-of-town guests had flown home.

If only, she had thought, she had another pair of hands.

That’s when she had looked down at Jessie, and begun to plot about the possibility of putting her daughter to work—not long enough to interfere with her elementary school education, just long enough to get these stupid candles out the door.

She already knew Jessie was surprisingly dexterous. She’d strung miles of beads on fishing wire when a craze for beaded bracelets had swept through the local kindergarten, and this year at Christmas, the day hadn’t even been over before she’d woven all six pot holders from the pot holder–making kit they’d gotten her.

Still, she hadn’t had high expectations when she’d called Jessie over. She was just throwing another option at the problem, the same way she’d ground her way through getting the first candle done, trying everything she could think of until she wound up holding a bunch of tulle in her teeth to finally get the ribbon and dusty miller tied off.

“See this?” Destiny had asked her, pointing at the candle she’d spend the better part of an hour creating. “You want to help me make one?”

“Sure!” Jessie had piped, climbing up on the dining room chair. She’d had to stand on the chair rather than sit, to get the height she needed, but once she’d established the correct angle to tackle the problem, she bit her lip, surveyed the carnage on the dining room table, plucked one of several rounds of tulle and a length of ribbon Destiny had already cut, plunked a column candle down in the middle of it, surrounded the candle with tulle, added a spray of dusty miller at the top, and tied it all up in a neat ribbon that covered the unlit wick with a burst of tulle.

It happened so fast, and so much more quickly than it had taken her, that Destiny could barely believe it. She’d seen both her kids accomplish fearsome acts of destruction in what seemed like the turn of a head or the blink of an eye: Jessie had once yanked down an entire velvet window dressing at the home of Carl’s boss in the instant that Destiny had turned her back to pour a cup of punch. And Cody had “decorated” the entire main wall of their living room with turquoise marker in the time it had taken her to spread jam and peanut butter on two slices of bread as his lunchtime sandwich.

But this was the first time she’d seen those same skills seemingly used for good. And it shifted the whole math of her day. If Jessie could help with these candles, then Destiny might be able to get something done on her dress before Carl got home, which meant that she wouldn’t have to work on it when she was exhausted after the rehearsal dinner, or, God forbid, finish it first thing the next morning, on the day of the actual wedding.

She leaned down to give Jessie a kiss, which caused Jessie to look up at her in surprise.

“What, Mommy?” she asked, looking mildly worried.

“You’re just doing a great job, honey,” Destiny said.

On her pant leg, she felt a familiar tug.

“Wanna help,” Cody said, looking up. “Let me.”

Cody was almost four, as he kept telling anyone who would listen, although Destiny hadn’t quite worked out for herself whether this was simply a matter of pride in his age or if he was angling for everyone in town, from the guy at the post office to the checkout lady at the grocery store, to get him a present.

She didn’t have any illusions that he’d be able to accomplish the same kind of feat that Jessie just had. But Cody was a bit of a madman with a pair of safety scissors. In his varied and sometimes shocking career as a young artist, he’d recently left the wall drawings of his youth behind and branched out into a kind of paper sculpture, which involved cutting the figures in coloring books out of the books, rather than coloring them in.

But in this new phase, Destiny had observed, he was uncannily able to follow the traced lines with his stubby little scissors.

“Okay,” she said. “You want to cut out some circles for Mommy?”

Cody nodded gravely.

“Two down!” Jessie called. When Destiny looked over, Jessie was pushing a second perfectly executed column candle, complete with its tulle-and-ribbon hat, to the side, so she could start another one.

Quickly, Destiny traced a large circle on a piece of tulle and handed it to Cody. “You think you can cut along that line for Mommy?”

Cody didn’t even nod. He just grabbed the tulle and went to work, shaving away the squared edges to reveal a virtually perfect circle.

“Good boy!” Destiny yelped.

At the worried look that came into Cody’s eyes at the praise, Destiny had a brief moment of wondering why both her children seemed mildly unsettled by her outbursts of positive reinforcement. Was it really that unusual? But she didn’t have time to take the deep dive into parental guilt she might have under other circumstances. There was still a small army of column candles waiting to be wrapped in tulle.

Five minutes later, she’d sketched a giant pile of circles on squared-off pieces of tulle, and managed to sit down at the end table she’d commandeered as her sewing station, to take another pass at sewing the skirt of her blue velvet dress to the bodice while her progeny worked diligently behind her.

She hadn’t thought, when she’d picked the pattern out, that she had any particularly grand ambitions. It was a simple, classy design with a scoop neck and three-quarter-length sleeves, which amounted to fewer than eight total pattern pieces, some even simpler than the circles that Cody was now busy cutting out.

But while the pattern was simple, the fabric was not. The one thing Beth had asked for the dresses was that they all be blue, and all be velvet.

Maybe in New York, Destiny thought, they had shops full of nothing but blue velvet dresses. Maybe even a whole street full of them, all side by side, so you could pick the one you liked best out of the thousands that were crowded together there, on all those racks.

But here in Michigan, her few small yards of velvet were a tricky mix. The back of the fabric was slick, and the front of it, with the nap, got hung up easily on the foot by the needle that held the fabric in place. Fastening the bodice to the skirt was a crucial step, but it should have been simple. With velvet, though, you never knew. And of course, Beth would pick velvet. It was just like her: beautiful, totally out of the ordinary for their small town—and totally impractical.

As Destiny guided the fabric through the machine, she tried to reel her feelings in. She didn’t like the feeling of being angry at her friend on the eve of her wedding. She’d seen true bridezillas before, and Beth was hardly one of them.

And, truth be told, she realized as the velvet slid under her hands, it wasn’t Beth she was frustrated with. It was herself. She and Beth had had all the same dreams growing up. They were both going to get out of town the first chance they had, go to New York, and live a life nobody in Blue Hill could even imagine.

The problem was, Carl had proposed to her when they were still seniors in high school. And although Destiny and Carl hadn’t gotten married until their junior year of college, Beth was the only one who had gone to New York, in the end. And Destiny had always wondered what would have happened if she had gone, too, instead of doing what she did.

When she pulled the garment from the machine and turned it right side out again, it was starting to look like an actual dress. And she had to admit, the color was gorgeous: a full-length drape of deep midnight blue that would fall from her shoulders to the floor.

“Wow, Mommy!” Jessie breathed from behind her. “It’s so beautiful!”

With a grin, Destiny turned around.

“Do you think I might get a dress like that?” Jessie asked. “For Christmas?”

Destiny raised her eyebrows. Both her kids had always been thrilled by the run-up to Christmas, dazzled by the lights in town, the cookies suddenly available from all the neighbors, and the promise of presents. But this year, the idea that Santa might bring her anything she wanted seemed to have gotten a particularly strong hold on Jessie’s mind. For weeks, any time anything caught her fancy, she’d asked if Santa might bring her one, too. If everything Jessie kept adding to her growing list actually wound up under their tree on Christmas morning, Santa would have to buy them a new house, too, to accommodate it all.

Still, Destiny couldn’t believe what Jessie had accomplished while she was sewing. The entire table was full of wrapped candles, so many that she was surprised the old wings could hold them up.

And Cody was still happily cutting out big circles of tulle.

“You didn’t do so bad yourself, honey,” she said. “Thank you so much. You’ve been a big help!”

Pleased, Jessie grinned and plunked her little elbow on the table to show off. The side of the table that was already straining under the weight of all the candles.

And that’s when the whole table, in slow motion like a horror shot from a movie, began ever so slightly to tip.

Startled, Jessie lost her footing and took a few false steps.

Destiny managed to scoop her off before she fell.

But with her daughter in her arms, there was nothing she could do to stop the whole table, and all the candles on it, from tipping over and crashing to the ground.






Four
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“IS THAT ALL YOU brought?” Beth’s mother asked in surprise as Beth led her in-laws-to-be, Gloria and Ken Allerton, into her mother’s kitchen.

Mitzi, Beth’s grandmother, who had been sitting at their big farm table, chopping nuts for her famous cinnamon rolls, which she planned to make for breakfast before the wedding the next day, looked up and raised an eyebrow.

Around her, the windows of the kitchen were all decorated with beautiful swags of juniper and pine—the same beautiful Victorian touch her mother always decorated the house with, but done up this year, Beth could tell, with a special flair. The tree in their living room, though, Beth had been glad to see, was just as it had always been: full of the delicate glass ornaments that her mother had collected year after year, everywhere they went, and that her father had added to by giving her mother a new ornament every year. Their tree was always a glistening, perfect gem, and she knew that, whatever else Gloria might take issue with in this wedding, even Gloria wouldn’t be able to look down her nose at her mother’s tree.

“Nadine,” Gloria said, stepping forward to air kiss her on either side of Beth’s mother’s face. When they had first met, Nadine had tried to return the kisses, as a good Midwesterner, but by now she’d learned simply to hold still and let Gloria perform her ritual.

Beth glanced at the little Louis Vuitton satchel Ken had been carrying for Gloria as he set it gently down on the large black and white kitchen tiles. Her mother was exactly right. It was far tinier than anything anyone would expect Gloria Allerton to travel with, especially to her son’s wedding. And that was because there was a huge pile of luggage waiting behind them in the front foyer.

Because Nadine couldn’t seem to stop staring at it, Gloria deigned to give it a glance herself.

“Oh, that,” she said. “It’s just my dress. For the ceremony.”

“Oh!” Beth’s mother said, delighted to have a point of connection with Gloria. That didn’t happen all that often in conversations between Nadine, who had spent her life as a farmer’s wife in rural Michigan, and Gloria, who was one of the doyennes of the New York society scene. But both of them had children getting married tomorrow. And both of them had been on a hunt to find a suitable dress. “What did you wind up getting?”

“Oh, it’s nothing special,” Gloria said. “I mean, we are out here in the country. With all this snow,” she said, looking out at the drifts beyond the windows as if the local servants couldn’t really be trusted to clean things up the way the ones in the city did. “It’s just something simple I picked up in Nice. Dove-gray French silk. Not too fancy, because I’m only going to cover it up with one of my mother’s stoles. The fox is my favorite, but mother always said it was bad luck to wear fur with a face to a wedding. So I just brought her old ermine.”
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