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      As soon as I hang the last of the garlands, I arch my back. A satisfying pop is followed by another. Taking a step back, I admire the window. Getting the Beauty Bar ready for Christmas is one of my favorite projects, and I Iook forward to it every year.

      The arched windows are grandiose with a stunning view of Leeds Falls, so I’m careful not to block the stylists’ and customers’ view. Whoever came up with the idea to wrap a tension rod with a garland and lights has saved me so many headaches this holiday season. Thank God for viral decorating videos. Also, I wish I had thought about it since my attempt at social media is sad. But oh well, you can’t have it all, I guess.

      A few flurries fall from the sky. Yesterday’s ground cover made everything look so wonderfully sparkly. I hope it doesn’t melt before Christmas in a few weeks.

      I check my phone and see that it’s almost 10 a.m. Ivory should be here to do my hair any second, and I can’t wait to see her since she said there’s something really important she has to tell me. I can’t help but wonder if Rome proposed.

      After balling my fists in my black sweater sleeves, I push the heavy wooden front door open to get an outside view. Tilting my head to the side, I study my reflection. At forty-five, I’m finally comfortable with my short, curvy figure.

      I smile, then turn my focus to the decor, deciding I need to add a few more gift boxes to the display to balance things out. The top of the window is dripping with lights and garlands, but I just need a little something more. This year, I went for all white gift boxes, each tied with a dark green velvet ribbon the same shade as the garlands.

      I run to my Jeep as I dig my key fob from my cargo pants pocket, wishing I’d worn wool socks with my Doc Martens because I officially can’t feel my feet. I wouldn’t trade anything for Maine winters, but I wish my circulation would do its job and circulate more.

      After grabbing two more boxes, one large and one medium, I close my trunk and run toward the door. A snowflake catches in my eyelashes, and I tilt my face up to the sky, willing it to flurry all day.

      “Lila!” Ivory's voice is breathy as she runs up the brick path that’s backlit by the illuminated street lanterns that line the walkway.

      “Hi!” I respond, tucking both boxes under my arm so I can get the door.

      She’s running toward me, beaming, snowflakes peppered in her blond braids. And that’s when I see it: a diamond ring, so sparkly on her left hand that my eyes immediately get wet with tears.

      I drop the boxes and hold out my arms for her as she embraces me. The thing about being best friends with someone who you share a genuine connection with is this: you know when they know you know.

      Ivory can tell I know about her glorious news already; she doesn’t have to tell me.

      “Oh my God, girl! I can see that thing from a mile away. I’m so happy for you! When did it happen?”

      “Last night! I had no idea he was going to propose. I mean, we’ve talked about it but”—she takes a breath—“but I thought it would be at least a year or so, maybe longer, before he asked me.”

      When Ivory pulls away, her rosy cheeks are round from smiling and she jumps up and down, wiggling her fingers.

      I grab her hand to get a closer look. “It’s so stunning, and so are you. I’m just so happy for you,” I say again because I am. I totally and completely am. Ivory is my best friend, and I adore Rome.

      Since dating him, she’s been taking some time off work, and she’s more relaxed. He’s the right man for her. But deep in my gut, as selfish as it sounds, I wonder, where’s my man? Like, where the fuck is he? I’ve been dating for seven years. I’m forty-five for fuck’s sake. Where is he? Yes, I had a first love, and Henry was a great husband until he wasn’t and we fell out of love. We both stopped trying, and maybe that was my chance. My one chance at love and that’s all I’m gonna get.

      We each grab a gift box from the ground and dust them off as best we can. I’ll display them in a way the dirt will be covered, and they’ll be fine.

      “It was so hard for me not to tell you over the phone last night, but I wanted to see your face when you heard the news.”

      I hold open the door, and Ivory makes her way inside. She’s effervescent, floating, and it’s contagious. My inside pity party is officially over. For now.

      “It’s just so exciting. And so close to the holidays! When is the wedding?”

      “I think next Christmas. But Rome said whenever I want. I do love Christmas, but fall is so nice too. And June weddings when everything is lush and green … but it will probably be a December wedding.”

      “Perfect,” I say as I kneel and rearrange the gift boxes. “And I should have known. You and your love for Christmas. It’s so you. I hope you’ll let me do the decorating for you.”

      Ivory stays behind me for a beat before saying, “Of course. And Lila, you’re next. I just know it.”

      I stand and wave the air with my hand. “If it happens, it happens. I won’t force it. I was happy with Henry once. Some people never even get that. Maybe he was my One Love? I just always hoped it’d be … so much more.”

      “Well, I'm on a mission to help you find a great man. Just because you were in love once doesn’t mean you aren’t allowed to find it for this … second act of your life. You’re going to find it again. I know it.”

      “Are you sure about that? It feels like I’ve used up all my chances. Lord only knows how many first dates I’ve had that never go anywhere,” I say as we make our way to her styling station.

      “I’m sure.”

      Ivory’s voice is stern, and my heart sinks again. Not because Ivory has found the love of her life and I’ve watched exactly five friends who got divorced around the same time I did, or after, get married or find the man of their dreams. But because until Ivory met Rome, she was my dating buddy. The best one ever.

      Ivory was the person I’d send pictures of my date outfits to, along with meaty details of every man I met; what he wore, if he offered to pay for dinner, if he tried to get me to come over after. We’ve clocked a lot of hours attempting to decode asshole behaviors and nursed each other after letdowns.

      This last year, I’ve been on and off the apps, dating here and there, but now I wish I’d gone all in when she was single because Ivory was the best dating buddy ever.

      I plop down in her chair, and Ivory runs a comb through my hair. “It’s all so exciting. But you’re officially off the market. And dating won’t be as fun without you.”

      “Hey,” Ivory leans over my left shoulder and meets my eyes, “I’ll always be your dating bestie. You hear me?”

      I nod.

      Ivory straightens and says, “We just need to find you another single woman so you two can trade notes about men on the apps. You saved my ass more than once, that’s for sure. Remember that guy I was going to go out with who was married and gave me a fake name? Yikes.”

      “It’s no use. Everyone is taken. I’m literally the last single forty-something on the planet.” I press the back of my hand to my forehead for effect. I’m being dramatic, but it feels good.

      Both our heads turn when a voluptuous woman with long blond hair and big blue eyes bursts through the door. “Ivory?”

      “Hi! You must be the new stylist, Abby,” Ivory says, making her way to Abby, a woman who could pass as Marilyn Monroe’s twin.

      Abby peels off her long, fluffy jacket. “Yes, I’m sorry I’m a few minutes late. My client isn’t here yet, is she?” Abby hurries to the coat rack and hangs up her coat. She’s wearing a pair of leather leggings that fit her bubbly ass just right and a cropped turtleneck sweater. In the front, her silky hair is perfect, but there are a few snarls in the back.

      “Nope, it’s just us!” Ivory says, still high from her wonderful news, as she should be.

      Abby turns around and straightens her sweater then flips her flowing locks. “Girl, let me tell you, being a single mom, working, and trying to date is no joke!”

      No shit.

      She takes long strides to the back room, checking herself out in each mirror as she passes them. “God, I look like shit,” she says under a sigh.

      Ivory and I raise our eyebrows at each other, because Abby most definitely doesn’t resemble shit. Except for what I’m guessing are sex snarls, she’s ready for a magazine cover.

      Ivory combs through my hair for another few seconds before saying, “Well, I’m not ready to be replaced. But there you go. I’m just going to run out back and help her with those … tangles before her client gets here.”
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      TEN MONTHS LATER

      “So freaking get this one…” Abby doesn’t even say hello after I answer. Her voice blasts through the phone and I hold it a foot away from my head and put her on speaker. She had a date tonight, and I told her to call me on her way home. Abby has become my new dating buddy although she’s the only one doing the dating. Maybe I’ll get back to it after the holidays. Or next year. Or never.

      For now, I’m more than happy to be her person. I remember all too well how into dating I was right after my divorce. I could’ve used some help, too. Actually, I could’ve used a lot of help.

      “Oh boy, this sounds either really good or really bad.” I’m parked at the gas station, the fluorescent sign illuminating the piles of wet, brown leaves that have gathered on the walkway. After decorating the window of UpTrend for Fall Harvest Weekend, I’m craving a thick chocolate bar. One of those with little squares full of silky caramel, and I search the console of my car for a salt packet to sprinkle on top because my hormones are screaming for it.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d be up. And I’m gonna burst if I don’t get this off my chest.”

      It’s just after eleven. I’ve usually been asleep for hours, but UpTrend doesn't close until eight, and I do my best work when I have the entire space to myself and can spread all my materials out. Not to mention everyone always thinks I work in the places I’m decorating so I get bombarded with questions from customers. “Yeah, I did that new boutique window. Went with birch logs, white and light green gourds, and pine cone garlands with twinkle lights instead of the usual pumpkin and mum fall theme. The owner wanted something neutral for their windows. It looks amazing, if I do say so myself.”

      “You always do a great job. I saw the donut shop you did last week. How did you get the leaves to look like they were floating?”

      “It’s just some fishing line. Okay, I thought you had something to tell me.” I laugh. “Focus, Abby. I’m at the gas station for dinner. I need to eat, my blood sugar is low.” Abby and I keep each other grounded. Staying focused on being a mom, working, owning a home, taking care of yourself, and dating, takes Mom Brain to a whole new level.

      “I’ll make it quick. So he’s a voyeur. A fucking voyeur.”

      I choke on my saliva. “A what?”

      “A voyeur. You know. He likes to watch other people fuck.”

      “Okay, yes I know.” I let out a sigh and put my judgy pants aside. There’s so much I want to say at this moment, but it’s not about me. Although this conversation settles it
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