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Arrival in Tinsel Creek

The town was decorated.

This was, Mari understood, a normal thing for a town to be in the second week of December. She had been to many decorated towns. She was a person who liked decorated towns, who had, in fact, spent the better part of thirty-one years being enthusiastic about December in all its iterations.

Tinsel Creek, Vermont was doing something different.

She sat in her car at the top of Main Street and looked at it. Every storefront had lights — not the tasteful single-strand kind, not the minimalist architectural kind, but the committed, comprehensive, joyfully irrational kind that suggested the entire town had looked at a holiday decoration catalog and said: yes, all of it. The lamp posts had wreaths. The wreaths had ribbons. The ribbons appeared to have additional small ornaments attached to them, as if the wreaths themselves had needed accessorizing. There was a life-sized wooden reindeer outside the hardware store wearing what appeared to be a hand-knitted scarf.

It was the most aggressively cheerful place she had ever been.

She loved it immediately.

She pulled into the parking lot of the Tinsel Creek Inn, which had a sign out front reading VACANCY — HOLIDAY SPECIAL — MISTLETOE PACKAGE AVAILABLE and which was, like everything else in town, draped in more lights than seemed structurally advisable. She sat for a moment and looked at her notebook, which contained: the name J.B., the postmark TINSEL CREEK VT, a list of twelve possible locations mentioned in the newsletters, and the sum her editor had offered for the confirmed identity of the most-read anonymous newsletter writer in the northeast.

Twelve days. Christmas Eve was the deadline.

She got out of the car.

The inn was run by a woman named Dottie Marsh, who was approximately seventy, had the specific energy of someone who had decided at some point to simply be delightful and had never revisited the decision, and who had Mari's room key in hand before Mari had finished introducing herself.

"Room six," Dottie said. "Best view of the square. You'll be able to see the tree lighting from your window — that's Friday, you don't want to miss it, the whole town comes out, Harold does the countdown—"

"Harold?"

"My nephew. He's been doing the countdown for twenty years, we tried to give it to someone else once and there was an incident." She waved this away. "You said you're writing about Christmas traditions?"

"Holiday features," Mari said. "Local color, community spirit, that kind of thing."

"Oh, you'll have plenty of material. We take Christmas very seriously here." She said this without irony, in the tone of a person describing a core value.

"I can see that," Mari said, and meant it.

"Breakfast is seven to nine, there's coffee in the lobby all day, and if you need anything you can usually find me or my nephew. He's around most mornings — grumpy, ignore it, it's just how he is."

"Good to know," Mari said.

She took her key and went up to room six and sat on the bed and looked at her notebook and thought: twelve days. She was good at her job. She had found harder things than one anonymous writer in one small town.

She opened her laptop and pulled up the newsletter archive.

Issue 47: On the Subject of Holiday Decorating, or: A Field Report from Someone Who Has Lost the Will to Fight the Tinsel.

She read it for the fourth time. The voice was unmistakable — sardonic, precise, privately delighted by the world it claimed to be exasperated by. The writer hated Christmas decorations the way someone only hated things they secretly loved. She had a theory about that.

She closed the laptop and went to find coffee.

The only coffee shop in Tinsel Creek was called The Percolator, which was either a very good name or a very bad one depending on your tolerance for puns, and it was on the corner of Main and Cedar, directly across from a wooden snowman that appeared to be wearing a real hat.

It was eight in the morning and already half-full. The town, Mari had gathered, ran early. Everyone she'd passed had the specific briskness of people with somewhere to be, exchanging the kind of greetings that indicated they knew each other well and had for a long time.

She ordered a coffee, took her notebook to a corner table, and began making the list of observations that always started a piece: the particular quality of the light, the names on the storefronts, the ratio of locals to tourists, the—

"That's my table."

She looked up.

The man was tall, dark-haired, wearing a coat that had been good once and was now the coat of someone who had stopped paying attention to coats. He had a coffee in one hand and a book in the other and an expression that suggested the morning had personally wronged him.

"There's no name on it," Mari said pleasantly.

"There doesn't need to be a name on it. It's understood."

"By whom?"

"By everyone who comes here regularly."

"I don't come here regularly," she said. "I arrived last night."

He looked at her for a moment with the expression of a man recalculating. Then he looked at the table. Then at the rest of the café, which was, she now noticed, entirely full.

"Fine," he said, and sat down across from her, and opened his book.

Mari looked at the top of his head, then at her notebook, then back at him.

"I'm Mari," she said.

"I know," he said, without looking up. "Dottie's been telling everyone."

"Of course she has." She looked at him. "You must be the nephew."

He looked up from his book at that. Something shifted in his expression — surprise, quickly managed.

"Something like that," he said.

"She said you were grumpy."

"She's not wrong."

"She said to ignore it."

"Also not wrong." He looked back at his book. "Are you going to talk the entire time?"

"Probably," she said. "I'm a journalist. It's occupational."

He turned a page.

"What are you reading?" she asked.

He held up the cover. She tilted her head to read it: a novel she'd heard of, literary fiction, the kind that won awards and broke your heart.

"Any good?"

"Devastating," he said. "In the best possible way."

She looked at him — at the focused quality of his attention on the page, at the way he held the book, at the very small thing that happened at the corner of his mouth when he said devastating.

"I'm writing about the town," she said. "Christmas traditions, community spirit. Could I interview you?"

He looked up again.

"No," he said.

"Why not?"

"Because I don't like being interviewed."

"Most people don't, initially."

"My dislike is not initial," he said. "It is foundational."

She looked at him. He looked at her. Outside, someone walked past in a light-up Christmas sweater.

"What's your name?" she said.

A pause, the quality of which she would later think about.

"Jonah," he said.

"Nice to meet you, Jonah," she said, and held out her hand.

He looked at it. Then he shook it, briefly, with the air of someone making a concession.

"Sure," he said, and went back to his book.

She went back to her notebook and wrote, in the margin: NEPHEW. GRUMPY. INTERESTING.

She underlined interesting twice.
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The Newsletter and the Notebook

Jonah had known she was coming.

Not her specifically — he hadn't known about the journalist, hadn't known about the assignment, hadn't, crucially, known that the woman who was going to occupy his corner table and ask him questions he didn't want to answer was the specific variety of dangerous that came wrapped in cheerfulness and a very good notebook. What he had known was that Dottie had a new guest, which meant the town would have a new subject of collective attention for however long she stayed, and that this was preferable to the town's collective attention remaining on him.

He had not anticipated liking her.

This was the problem, and he identified it clearly on day two, which was faster than he usually identified problems of this nature. He was precise about his own interior states — it was the occupational hazard of being a writer, this habit of observing yourself observing things — and he was precise about this one: she was interesting. The way she listened was interesting. The quality of her questions, even the ones he refused to answer, was interesting. The way she wrote in her notebook with the focused absorption of someone who was genuinely trying to capture something rather than just filling space.

He had been a writer for twelve years. He knew what genuine attention looked like.

He went home from the coffee shop on day two and opened his newsletter draft and wrote three paragraphs about a woman who asked too many questions and had very good handwriting, and then deleted them, which was not a thing he usually did.

He sat for a while with the deleted paragraphs.

Then he wrote something else entirely, about the way December light hit the square at four in the afternoon, and sent it, and did not think about her handwriting.

He thought about it anyway.

The newsletter had begun as a private thing.

He had come to Tinsel Creek after the book — after the awards and the reviews and the twelve thousand copies and the specific quality of being celebrated for something that had cost him everything and not quite compensated for the cost. He had rented the cottage on the north end of town for three months and had not written a word of fiction in three years, which was a fact he told almost no one and which the newsletter had been, in some ways, a way of not confronting.

It was not fiction. It was observation — the town, the seasons, the specific texture of a life lived quietly in a place that did not ask him to be anything in particular. He sent it to eleven people the first week. He sent it to forty the second. The numbers had grown the way things grew when they found the right conditions, and he had watched them grow with the detached interest of someone observing a weather system.

He had never told anyone in the town about it.
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She came to write a story about the town.
She didn’t plan to become one.

An adult romance by E. Emily Ellison
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