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  For everyone who ever stayed somewhere on purpose, and for everyone still working up the nerve to ask instead of assume.







  
    
      Home isn’t the place you never left. It’s the place you finally choose to come back to.


    

    
      Ginger Cole
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  Foreword



I wrote this book in the coldest months of a year that asked most of us to reconsider what we were willing to fight for. Somewhere in that reconsidering, Nora and Sawyer showed up, insisting on a mountain town I’d never visited but somehow already missed. I hope reading it feels a little like coming in from the cold.







  Preface



Frostbridge doesn’t exist on any map, though I suspect most small towns built around a struggling family business will recognize themselves in it anyway. This is a story about debt, in every sense of the word, what we owe the places that raised us, and what it costs to finally pay it forward instead of running from the bill.
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The neon sign for Hollis Peak Ski Resort had always buzzed like a trapped insect, one letter flickering half a second behind the others, and I used to think of it as charming in the specific way that things are charming when you have already decided to leave them. Now, sitting in the rental car in the half dark of four in the afternoon with the heater ticking down, I watched the H stutter out completely, then come back weaker than before, and I thought, that is going to need a whole new transformer, not just a bulb, and felt a small, unwelcome twist of ownership in my chest that I had no right to.

I had packed for four days. That was what I’d told my boss, Renata, standing in her doorway with my coat already on, both of us performing the ritual where I asked permission I didn’t legally need and she granted it like she was doing me a favor. Four days, Thanksgiving with my family, back at my desk Monday morning ready to close out the Kessler account before the holidays swallowed everyone’s calendars whole. I had one garment bag with a single decent sweater in it, folded the way my mother taught me, and a duffel with two changes of clothes, because that was what a person packed for four days, and four days was what I had told everyone, including myself, this trip would be.

The parking lot told a different story before I’d even turned off the engine.

There were maybe six cars scattered across a lot built to hold two hundred. Wednesday before Thanksgiving used to mean the lot filled by ten in the morning, families arriving early to beat the lift lines, kids in snowsuits too big for them stumbling toward the rental shop while their parents argued about boot sizes. I remembered that lot loud. I remembered it smelling like hot chocolate and wet wool and the particular ozone smell of the lift motors warming up. Now it was quiet enough that I could hear the wind moving through the pines at the tree line, and the six cars sat spaced out like they were embarrassed to be near each other, apologizing for taking up space that used to be contested.

Across the street, the Frostbridge Diner had two booths occupied. I could see them through the window from where I sat, the glass fogged at the edges from the cold outside meeting the warmth within, two tables of people eating in a dining room built for forty. The neon OPEN sign in the diner window was steadier than the resort’s, at least, but there was something about a nearly empty diner on the Wednesday before Thanksgiving that felt like a held breath. Small towns run on witnesses. An empty diner meant nobody was watching anything happen, which usually meant something had already happened that everyone already knew about.

I sat with my hands on the wheel a beat too long. This was the part of coming home I had never figured out how to skip, the part where I had to physically make myself get out of the car, because some old, stupid, animal part of my brain still believed that if I just sat here long enough, whatever was waiting for me inside might resolve itself without my involvement. It never had. It wasn’t going to start now. I turned the key back, killed the last of the warm air, and opened the door into weather that hit my face like an insult.

Frostbridge in late November smelled like woodsmoke and pine sap and, underneath both, the particular mineral cold of a place that got its water from snowmelt instead of a tap somewhere in a city. I zipped my coat to my chin and grabbed my duffel from the back seat, leaving the garment bag, because four days didn’t require the sweater yet, and started across the lot toward the lodge doors, my boots finding old habits on ice I hadn’t walked on in three years.

I made it exactly to the base of the steps before the door opened and Otis Pemberton came out to meet me like he’d been standing at the window waiting, which, knowing Otis, he probably had.

“There she is,” he said, in the tone of a man announcing weather he’d personally been rooting for. He had his parka on over what looked like three flannel shirts, and a knit cap pulled low enough that only his eyebrows and the top half of his glasses were visible, both frosted white in a way that made it genuinely hard to tell, at a glance, where the cap ended and the man began. “I told your sister you’d come up the mountain road instead of the highway. Faster this time of year once they salt it, but everybody forgets that, comes up the highway instead and adds twenty minutes for nothing.”

“Hi, Otis.”

“You made good time anyway. Come on, come on, don’t stand there freezing, we’ll get you sorted.”

Sorted was a word that should have worried me more than it did in the moment, because I was cold and tired and the eleven hour drive had put a headache behind my left eye that no amount of gas station coffee had managed to touch, and I let myself be herded up the steps and through the lodge doors without asking the obvious question, which was sorted for what, exactly.

The lobby was the same and it was not the same. Same stone fireplace, unlit, cold in a way that made the whole room feel like it was holding its breath. Same trophy case along the far wall, my grandfather’s old brass medals from some regional ski race in 1961 still sitting exactly where they’d always sat, gathering the same dust. Same registration desk with the same bell that didn’t work, that hadn’t worked in a decade, that everyone still tapped out of habit before remembering. But the light was different. Fewer bulbs on in the overhead fixtures, I realized after a second, someone had unscrewed half of them, probably to save on the electric bill, and the effect was a lobby lit like a room that was trying not to be looked at too closely.

“Here,” Otis said, already moving behind the desk, already pulling open a drawer full of small brass keys on a ring, each one tagged with a strip of masking tape and a number in Birdie’s handwriting. “We got you in twenty two, it’s got the good radiator, not like twenty four, twenty four’ll either freeze you or roast you, no in between, nobody’s figured out the dial on that one since your grandfather installed it.”

“Otis.”

“Locker room’s the same as it’s always been, but I moved the good boots up to the front row since nobody’s renting much this week, so take your pick before the weekend crowd if we get one, which, we’ll see.”

“Otis, I’m not staying for the season.”

He stopped with the key ring halfway across the desk toward me, and looked up, and for a second his face did something I didn’t have a name for yet, something between confusion and a kind of gentle, embarrassed correction, the look of a man realizing he’d been building a house on a lot that wasn’t for sale.

“Well,” he said, slower now. “Your sister said you were coming up.”

“For Thanksgiving. Four days.”

“Right,” he said, and set the key ring down on the desk between us instead of handing it over, like it needed a neutral space to exist in now that its purpose had changed. “Four days. Sure. Of course.”

The way he said of course made it sound like exactly the opposite of a foregone conclusion, and I felt the first real prickle of unease work its way up through the fatigue and the cold and the headache, because Otis Pemberton had known me since I was nine years old, had taught me to snowplow on the bunny hill when my father was too busy running the lodge to do it himself, and Otis Pemberton did not make assumptions about family business without a reason.

“How’s my dad,” I said, and I heard my own voice come out flatter than I meant it to, the way it did when I already suspected I wasn’t going to like the answer.

Otis took his glasses off, which was somehow worse than anything he could have said, because Otis took his glasses off exactly twice a year, at his late wife’s memorial and whenever he had to deliver news he’d rather someone else deliver.

“He’s home,” Otis said. “He’s resting. Doctor cleared him to be home, which is good news, I want to say that part first, that’s the good part.”

“What’s the bad part.”

“There isn’t a bad part, exactly, it’s more of a.” He put his glasses back on, took them back off, seemed to realize he was doing it, and set them on the desk entirely, rubbing the bridge of his nose instead. “He had another episode. Week and a half ago now. Wasn’t as bad as the spring, the doctors were real clear about that, it wasn’t the same kind of thing at all, more of a warning shot, they said, but it scared your sister half to death, and it scared me some too, if I’m honest, and it scared this whole town, because word travels up here the way it does, and half of Frostbridge showed up at the hospital parking lot before anybody even had real information to give them.”

I set my duffel down on the lobby floor because my hand had started to shake slightly and I didn’t trust myself not to drop it anyway.

“Nobody called me.”

“I expect Birdie was going to call you for Thanksgiving anyway and figured she’d tell you in person, seeing as you were already coming. Didn’t want to worry you over the phone when you’d be here in a matter of days regardless.” He said it gently, the way you’d explain a decision you didn’t fully agree with but understood well enough to defend on someone else’s behalf. “That’s my guess, anyhow. You’d have to ask her the real reason.”

“I’m going to ask her the real reason.”

“I expect you are.”

I stood there in the underlit lobby with my duffel bag at my feet and the cold still clinging to the shoulders of my coat, and I did the thing I always did when a situation exceeded my capacity to feel it correctly in the moment, which was retreat sideways into a smaller, more manageable question, because a smaller question at least had an answer I could hold onto.

“Where is Birdie right now.”

“Snowmaking barn,” Otis said. “Trying to get the guns running before the cold snap this weekend, we’ve got no natural base yet and if we don’t make some artificial cover before Saturday, opening weekend’s not happening at all, not even the scaled back version she’s been talking about.”

“There’s a scaled back version.”

“There’s been a lot of things your sister’s been talking about that maybe you don’t know the whole shape of yet,” Otis said, and there was something almost apologetic in it, an old man recognizing he’d said more than his place allowed and deciding to let the rest of it lie for someone with more standing to explain it properly. “Might be easier if she tells you herself. I’ve said enough for one hello.”

I picked my duffel back up. The strap had left a groove in my palm from the drive, deep enough that I could feel it when I flexed my fingers, and I focused on that small physical fact instead of the larger one sitting in my chest, which was that I had left Chicago four days ago believing I was walking into a manageable holiday visit, a turkey and an argument about politics and a Sunday drive back down the mountain, and I had instead walked into a lobby with half its lights turned off, a father who had collapsed again without anyone telling me, and a sister who had apparently been keeping the entire operation alive by herself for six months while I sent Christmas cards from a city three hundred miles away and called it staying in touch.

“I need to see the financials,” I said, which was, I recognized even as I said it, not remotely the response of a person processing grief or fear appropriately. It was the response of a person who had spent a decade training herself to reach for a spreadsheet the second an emotion got too large to hold with her bare hands.

Otis looked at me for a long moment, and something in his expression shifted, not quite a smile, more like the recognition of a family trait he’d seen before and hadn’t expected to see quite so fast.

“You sound just like your grandfather,” he said. “Man had a heart attack of his own back in ‘eighty-nine, laid up in that very bed you’ll be sleeping in tonight if you take room twenty two, and the first thing he asked for when he could talk again wasn’t his wife or his kids, it was the ledger. Your father used to tell that story like it was funny. I don’t know that it’s funny.”

“I’m not staying,” I said again, mostly to myself.

“Course not,” Otis said, and this time when he said of course, he didn’t bother making it sound like he believed it. He slid the key ring across the desk toward me anyway, room twenty two, the good radiator, and I took it because my hands needed something to do, and because some part of me, the part still standing in a half lit lobby smelling wood smoke and old dust and a fireplace that hadn’t been used in what looked like weeks, had already stopped arguing with the shape of what this trip was actually going to be.

Through the lobby’s front windows, across the empty lot, the diner’s neon sign buzzed steady against the growing dark, and somewhere behind the lodge, past the base of the beginner slope, I could just make out the low mechanical drone of the snowmaking guns trying, and by the sound of it failing, to catch. I thought about my sister out there in the cold in whatever coat she’d grabbed on her way out, fighting a machine older than both of us to keep a business afloat that our father had just nearly died trying to save, and I thought about the four days I had told Renata I needed, and I thought, with a clarity that scared me more than the neon sign or the empty diner or Otis’s careful, unfinished sentences, that four days was not going to be anywhere close to enough time to leave this the way I’d found it.

I picked up the key. Room twenty two. The good radiator. And I stood there another moment longer than I needed to, coat still zipped to my chin, duffel bag cutting a groove back into my palm, working out, already, exactly how fast I could reasonably get back on that mountain road once whatever this was got handled.
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The house I grew up in sat a quarter mile down from the lodge, close enough that as a kid I used to be able to hear the chairlift’s safety bell ringing across the trees on cold mornings when the sound carried better, and I drove that quarter mile slower than the speed limit required, because some part of me was still assembling the sentence I planned to open with, and none of the drafts felt right. Hi, Dad, how are you feeling, seemed insulting given what I now knew. I heard what happened, seemed like an accusation aimed at everyone but him, which was not where I wanted to aim it, not yet, not until I understood who deserved it.

The porch light was on. My mother used to leave it on for my father when he closed up the lodge late, a habit that had outlived her leaving almost as directly as it had outlived nothing else about their marriage, and seeing it lit now made my chest do something complicated that I didn’t have time to sit with, because the front door opened before I reached the steps, and there he was.

I had braced myself, in the car, for thinner. Otis had said resting, said home, said warning shot, and I had done the math on what those words probably meant physically, had pictured a version of my father a size smaller than I remembered, a little grayer, moving a little slower. I had not braced myself correctly. He stood in the doorway in a cardigan that used to fit him and now hung from his shoulders like it belonged to someone he used to be, and his face had the particular hollowed quality of a person who had lost weight quickly and for the wrong reasons, cheekbones more visible than they should have been, the skin beneath his eyes bruised looking with exhaustion rather than injury. He smiled when he saw me, and the smile was real, and it was also the smile of a man being careful with his own face, like even that cost him something.

“There’s my girl,” he said, and his voice had less behind it than I remembered too, thinner in the way the rest of him was thinner, and he opened his arms, and I went into them carefully, aware suddenly of every bone in his back through the cardigan, aware that a hug that would have been unremarkable a year ago now felt like something I had to be careful with, the way you’re careful picking up something you suspect might be more fragile than it looks.

“Hi, Dad.”

“You made good time. Otis said you’d take the mountain road.” He held me at arm’s length once we broke apart, looking at me the way parents do when they’re checking for changes, the same thing I was doing to him, except I suspected mine was more visible on my face than I wanted it to be. “You look tired.”

“I drove eleven hours.”

“I know. I’m teasing.” He stepped back to let me in, and I noticed the small hitch in the way he moved, a half second pause before each step like he was checking with his own body before trusting it with the next one. “Come in, get warm, your sister’s still up at the barn, she’ll be back before too long.”

The kitchen was the same kitchen it had always been, yellow linoleum my mother had picked out sometime in the nineties and nobody had ever replaced, the same chipped mug tree by the stove, and it took me a full ten seconds standing in the doorway to understand what was wrong with it, which was the papers. The kitchen table, the same round oak table where I’d done homework and eaten cereal and once, memorably, been informed by both my parents simultaneously that my mother was moving to Burlington and this was not, they wanted me to understand, anybody’s fault, was covered edge to edge in paper. Bank statements. Manila folders with tabs written in Birdie’s slanted handwriting. A ledger so old the cover had gone soft and gray at the corners, which I recognized after a beat as my grandfather’s, the same one Otis had mentioned in the lobby less than an hour ago.

“What is all this,” I said, though I already knew, in the way you know the shape of bad news before you’ve read the details, just from the volume of paper required to hold it.

My father sat down slowly in the chair nearest the stack, and gestured at the seat across from him, and I sat, and he pulled the top folder toward himself with the particular reluctance of a man showing someone something he’d hoped never to show anyone.

“I should have called you sooner,” he said. “About all of it. I want to say that first, before you look at the numbers, because I know once you look at the numbers you’re going to want to know why nobody told you, and the honest answer is I didn’t want to worry you, and I think now that not wanting to worry you was maybe the wrong instinct, but it was the one I had.”

“Dad.”

“Let me just,” he said, and opened the folder, and slid a single sheet of paper across the table to me, and I picked it up, and read it twice because the first time I genuinely thought I had misread a decimal point.

Three hundred and forty thousand dollars.

“That’s the total,” my father said, before I could ask. “Between the loan we took out for the lift upgrade five years back, the roof repair after the storm, and the operating shortfall the last two seasons running, that’s where we’ve landed. Bank’s carried us this long on good faith and a payment plan, but.” He stopped, and I watched him choose his next words with visible effort, like each one cost him something on the way out. “But good faith runs out eventually. They gave us until New Year’s Eve. Prove the resort’s viable, show them a real season, real numbers, or we sign the whole property over. That’s the deal on the table right now. That’s what I’ve been sitting with since October, and I didn’t tell your sister the full number until last month, and I’m ashamed of that, if you want the truth, but I kept thinking I’d find a way to fix it before either of you had to know how bad it had gotten.”

I set the paper down. Picked it back up. Read it a third time, as if the number might have changed in the interval, as if rereading it enough times might produce a version of itself I could work with more easily.

“Three hundred and forty thousand dollars,” I said out loud, mostly to hear it in my own voice instead of his, because his voice made it sound like a confession and I needed it, right now, in this exact minute, to sound like a problem instead, because problems I knew how to hold. Confessions I did not.

“That’s right.”

“And New Year’s Eve is the deadline.”

“That’s right.”

“That’s five weeks.”

“I’m aware of how many weeks it is, Nora.”

Something in his tone, tired rather than sharp, stopped me before I could say the next thing, which was going to be some version of how did you let it get this far, a question I had no right to ask a man who had nearly died keeping this place standing while I built a career three hundred miles away that had nothing to do with any of it. I closed my mouth on it. Looked instead at the ledger, my grandfather’s ledger, soft covered and gray at the corners, sitting closed at the edge of the table like it was waiting for someone to have the nerve to open it, and thought about Otis in the lobby less than an hour ago saying you sound just like your grandfather, and felt something in my chest tighten that had nothing to do with money at all.

“Show me the rest of it,” I said instead. “All of it. I want to see the bank correspondence, the loan terms, the operating statements for the last two years, whatever there is.”

My father looked at me for a long moment, and something in his face shifted from apology into something that looked almost like relief, the specific relief of a person who has been carrying something heavy entirely alone and has just watched someone else reach out to take one corner of it.

“I was hoping you’d say that,” he said, and started sorting through the folders, and for the next twenty minutes we sat at the kitchen table under the flat overhead light while he walked me through it, piece by piece, the loan from the lift upgrade, the insurance shortfall after the roof, the season two years back when a warm January had cut visitor numbers nearly in half and the resort had bled money it never fully recovered from, and I listened, and took notes on the back of an envelope because there wasn’t a notepad within reach, and somewhere in the middle of it I noticed that my hands had stopped shaking, that the numbers, terrible as they were, gave me something solid to hold onto in a way that his thin shoulders and careful movements had not.

I was in the middle of asking about the interest rate on the original construction loan, a detail that felt important in the way that any detail feels important when you’re using it to keep a larger feeling at bay, when the back door banged open hard enough that both of us startled, and Birdie came in on a wave of cold air, snow still crusted on her boots, her face wind chapped and furious in a way that had nothing yet to do with me.

“The number two gun’s dead,” she said, to our father, not yet registering that I was sitting there. “Not sputtering, not needs a part, dead, the motor’s shot clean through, and I’ve got two days to figure out how we make enough base to even pretend we’re opening by the weekend, and Petey called out again, which means I ran the whole barn myself for six hours in weather that.” She stopped. Turned. Saw me. “Oh,” she said, in a voice that had gone flat in a single syllable. “You’re here.”

“Hi, Birdie.”

“When did you get in.”

“About an hour ago.”

She looked at the table, at the papers spread across it, at the ledger, at the envelope with my handwriting crawling up the back of it, and something in her expression closed like a door swinging shut on a hinge that had been oiled for exactly this purpose.

“Of course,” she said. “Of course you’re already through the whole thing.”

“Birdie.”

“No, it’s fine, it’s efficient, it’s very you, show up, sit down, read the folder, have the whole disaster diagnosed inside an hour.” She pulled her hat off, static lifting her hair in three directions, and threw it onto the counter with more force than a hat generally required. “Would’ve been nice if you’d read the folder six months ago when I first asked you to look at it.”

“You asked me to look at it six months ago?”

“I sent you an email in June.”

“I don’t remember an email in June.”

“I’m sure you don’t,” Birdie said, and there was something in the way she said it, tired underneath the anger, exhausted in the specific way that made the anger feel less like a choice and more like the only fuel she had left to run on, “because you get about four hundred emails a day about accounts that matter and one about your family’s business that you filed under things to deal with later, and later apparently means whenever Dad has another episode scary enough that you finally get on the highway.”

“Nobody called me about the first one either,” I said, and I heard the temperature of my own voice change, heard it go from careful to something closer to what she was throwing at me. “I found out about a heart attack from a voicemail after the fact. I found out about this one from Otis in the parking lot fifteen minutes ago. If you wanted me here sooner, you could have called and told me it was actually bad instead of sending an email in June that I apparently missed among four hundred others.”

“I didn’t want to be the one begging you to come home.”

“That’s not what I said.”

“That’s what it would have felt like.” Birdie’s jaw was tight, her eyes bright in a way that could have been the cold air still clinging to her or could have been something closer to tears held back through sheer stubbornness, and knowing my sister, I suspected it was both. “You left for college and you never really came back, not for real, you came back for Christmas for a few years and then you stopped doing even that, and every single time something happens up here, I’m the one who’s here for it, I’m the one who found Dad on the kitchen floor in April, I’m the one who’s been running lifts short staffed for six months, I’m the one who’s been lying awake doing math on a debt you just found out about ten minutes ago, and you get to show up now, for four days, and act like the fact that you finally opened a folder means you get a say in how any of this goes.”

“I do get a say. I’m his daughter too.”

“Then be his daughter for longer than a long weekend.”

The kitchen went quiet enough that I could hear the refrigerator humming, and somewhere behind me, I registered my father’s chair scraping back from the table, slow, careful, the same careful he’d used getting up to answer the door earlier, and I turned in time to see him standing, one hand braced on the table edge, and for a second I thought he was going to step in, was going to do what he’d always done when Birdie and I were kids and got into it over something, which was plant himself between us and talk in the low, level voice that made both of us


























