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      I’ve been bubbling over with excitement all day. According to their latest Instagram post, Noah’s Hardware will have their Christmas trees for sale tonight as part of their grand opening celebration. They’ve only been open a week, and I’ve heard as soon as you open the front door, hear the bells chiming overhead, and see the black-and-white checkerboard floor, you’re taken back in time.

      My last customer of the day wanted a full set of brown Mega Volume lashes and left me a tip that will cover the biggest Christmas tree I can fit into my apartment. I lock up and grab a large hot chai from Mugs, the coffee shop that’s, thankfully, right next to my lash studio. There’s nothing like going into work early in the morning as the sky casts a peachy glow over the brick buildings, the smell of coffee and danishes in the air.

      Walking home from work, down the streets of Leeds Falls, is like therapy. Especially at Christmas time.

      My mom worried I’d get bored living in such a small village with a downtown that only has one stop light. But there’s so much more. Ink It Out, the only tattoo shop within a twenty-mile radius, is always buzzing with everyone from doctors to teachers to retired veterans. A Trip to Stitch, a trendy women’s boutique that carries crystals, candles, and my favorite line of leggings, is a monthly ritual for me. The Beauty Bar, where I rent out a large room with lots of natural light streaming in the windows, is my happy place. I get to catch up on all the town gossip while making women feel new and alive. It’s always packed with people getting blowouts and highlights and hot towel treatments, as they sip a glass of complimentary wine, a cold IPA, or a Moxie. And of course the hub: Mugs; our small-town quintessential coffee house where you always run into someone you know. Everyone wonders what the owner puts in the bagels because they are addictive.

      Leeds Falls decorates for Christmas two weeks before Thanksgiving, and it’s the biggest reason I moved here from the city where I grew up. Garlands swirl the lampposts that line the cement sidewalks, and large wreaths made of cedar branches and pinecones hang from every shop window. I take it all in, wanting to savor the holiday magic.

      I wrap my hands around my chai and smile as I walk through the snow-scented air. Even in Mid-Coast Maine, we don’t always have a true white Christmas. This year, I hope the pine trees and roofs and fences are sprinkled with nature’s glitter. My friends, family, and especially my boyfriend, Drew, think I’m a little too into Christmas, and that decorating for the season the day after Halloween is obnoxious. Not that their opinions change my mind. Weeks ago, I’d happily turned our apartment into a snow globe while Drew watched a football game. Now, the only thing missing is the perfect tree.

      I turn the corner to head down my street, a gust of wind sending a few dry leaves rustling down the sidewalk. The scent of balsam fills the air, and I follow it to Noah’s Hardware Store. A very burly man in a brown knit cap and a noticeable five o'clock shadow is setting up trees in a line against the gray stone building. Outdoor lights hang over the leaning Balsam and Fraser firs. I stop before crossing the street and stand on my tip-toes to admire the rows of trees and wild swags of greens and pinecones, held together by thick brown ribbon, and imagine one hanging on my heavy wooden front door. It fills my heart with warmth, and a laugh escapes my throat.

      The man, who I’m guessing is Noah, stops fluffing out tree branches and waves. “They go on sale tonight! First one in town to offer Christmas trees!”

      Does he know he’s the only one in town that sells Christmas trees? I’m tempted to remind him. Instead, I give him a thumbs up, which he returns, pulling his green knit sweater even tighter across his thick arm.

      My cheeks go hot, and I turn and keep walking to my apartment. I never give people the damn thumbs up. If Drew were with me, he’d definitely tease me about that one.

      
      When I get home, Drew is sitting on the edge of our worn leather sofa, the Celtics game on at an obnoxiously loud volume. The scent of chicken parmesan fills the air, and noodles dripping with sauce dangle from his mouth as he says, “I didn’t get any for you because you said you were trying to cut back on carbs,” without looking away from the television.

      I've told him several times, I’m not cutting back on carbs. I’ve developed a gluten-intolerance. Which sucks because I love pizza and tuna melts and pancakes. It’s a horrible inconvenience to him so, instead of seeing if there’s anything on the menu I can eat when he gets takeout, he just avoids it all together. “I can’t keep it straight. You not being able to eat certain things makes it really hard for me to know what to get. It’s difficult!” he’d said the last time we’d argued about it. I don’t even bring it up anymore. Drew’s a mortgage broker and is apparently under a lot of stress. I can manage my diet on my own.

      “It’s fine, we had a giant charcuterie board at work to celebrate the first Friday in December. Mari brought in some gluten-free crackers for me.” I set down my chai, slide my tote off my arm, and bend over to re-fluff my hair before pulling it into a messy bun.

      “Ha! You mean cardboard crackers?” His eyes scan me from head to toe. “You wore sweats again to work? Aren’t you a little … old to wear Uggs and sweats?” Pasta sauce stains the corners of his mouth, and he looks like a clown.

      I roll my eyes. “This is how we all dress for work. Leggings, sweats, messy buns … it’s a whole vibe. Who are you? The freaking fashion police?”

      “For younger girls, it’s a vibe. But for a bunch of women in their early thirties?” He shakes his head as if he’s written the rule book for how women should dress according to their age.

      He unbuttons a few buttons on his putrid green button-down and loosens his tie as he gets off the sofa and heads toward me.

      My neck is hot with anger. “Your nails and lashes and lips always look so good, sweetie. You should dress the part.” He bends his knees so we are eye to eye, and in usual Drew fashion, swallows me with his broad shoulders and arms, pulling me into a bear hug. “I’m just teasing. You always look great.” I take a cleansing breath, my shoulders and torso loosen.

      He slips a hand into my sweatpants and squeezes my ass. “You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen. You should show it off is all I’m saying.” He pulls away from me as the Celtics take the lead and claps his hands at the television. “I bet big on the Celtics tonight, Rose! They gotta win this one!”

      I rub the back of my neck, my agitation bobbing to the surface again. I try to swallow my anger. “I thought we were going to get a Christmas tree tonight?”

      “I was wondering why you haven’t taken off your coat. Sit down and relax. The game will be over in an hour, and we can go then,” he says, standing a foot in front of the television, his jaw clenched.

      “I’m going to go now. The best ones will be gone if we go too late, and I have my eye on one.”

      
      “Slow down!” Drew yells, moping behind me. He wasn’t expecting me to go without him, but I know by now Drew is a master at saying what I want to hear, then has no problem going back on his word. “God, it’s too freaking early for this. Whatever happened to waiting until the middle of December to decorate for Christmas?” he complains as if it will change my mind.

      I pick up my pace as the hardware store comes into view. The trees look magical under the lights, and Mariah Carey’s, “All I Want For Christmas Is You” plays in the distance. A wave of nostalgia vibrates through me. Nothing is going to ruin my night or change my mind. “That’s too late! My parents always waited until the second Saturday in December to get their tree when I was a kid, and before I knew it, we were taking it down.”

      Families and couples in knit hats and mittens clutch cups of coffee and hot chocolate, picking out trees and holding up swags. I spot my perfect tall, skinny tree and jog to it before anyone else snags it.

      “Jesus, Rosemary! I’m not running for a damn tree,” Drew yells like no one else is around to hear him. My ears are cold, I should have worn a hat, and my nose is running. When I reach The Tree, I grab the trunk and lift it from the side of the stone building where it’s leaning and catch my breath through a smile.

      I look around for an employee, hoping they can tag my tree to make sure those who are eyeing it don’t swipe it from me, when I see the man in the knit cap. He heads toward me, and I point to my tree. “I’m going to take this one!” I say, dancing in place. He’s wearing sweatpants with socks and black slides, his sandy brown hair flips up along the hem of his snug cap, his full lips are framed with scruff.

      He takes the tree from me and leans it back against the wall. “No one will take this tree, I got you. Saw you earlier scoping things out. Wondered if you would come back tonight, they are going fast,” he says, making steady eye contact until I turn my face toward my
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