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      Fog, thick and old, smelling of saltwater and decayed dreams, rolled in off the ocean. The streetlights shone yellow in the dampness. A cat hiding in the enclosed stairway leading into the bakery hissed as Michela passed.

      Michela drew her coat tightly against her chest. If she strained hard enough, she could hear the waves breaking on the beach. The night was empty and she was cold.

      Back home, the snow would be a foot deep and the air would be brittle. Candles would line the church steps, giving an illusion of warmth. On Christmas Eve, she and Daniel used to play in the snow. They would fall backwards into drifts and then flap their arms and legs to make angels. But the angels had grown up with them, and a smaller angel had joined the tableau.

      A shiver, made of wet mist-tendrils, ran down her back. The streets were silent. Not a single car had passed her since she left the restaurant. Usually a car would swoosh by, scaring her as she walked, making her feel vulnerable and alone. She was surprised to discover that she felt more alone without one.

      A hollow sound slipped into her consciousness like the drip of a faucet slipped into dreams. The noise sounded ancient and foreign. It rang like footsteps on pavement, but the rhythm was wrong. A thread of fear ran through her. She ducked into the doorway of the town’s only used bookstore and hid back against the door. Suddenly a carriage emerged into a patch of yellow light. The horse was sleek and black, spirited, each step a display of nervous energy as if the animal threatened to bolt. The carriage was black too, with a driver perched on top and a passenger encased inside. She caught a glimpse of a luminous face peering out of the curtains and then the carriage was gone, wrapped in mist as if it had never existed, leaving only the sound of hoofbeats to echo like a fading memory.

      She stepped out of the doorway and stared at the road. For a bleak half-second, she expected violins to screech and someone to leap at her with a knife. Then she smiled at her fantasies although the fear stayed with her, thick as the mist. This was Oregon in December. And she was alone in the fog.
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      The fog ran its ghostly fingers against her window. Michela drew the curtain and stepped back into the silent living room. She had seen fog once before at Christmas, the year of the strange winter thaw. But here, on the coast, people acted as if fog were normal. Her mother, a good southern woman now long dead, used to say that if God wanted snow at Christmas, Christ would have been born in Alaska. Yet Michela had always found something magical in the snow, a deadly purity that seemed appropriate to the season. Fog belonged to Halloween and horror movies, to crisp fall nights when children wore masks against the darkness and bonfires burned to protect the world from evil spirits.

      She remembered the carriage and shuddered.

      Perhaps she should have gotten a tree. It would have given the drab, rented furniture a festive air—

      At the ring of the phone, the silence exploded. She stared at the princess model sitting on the stained end table. No one called her. Only work had her number and she had just left there.

      The ring echoed again, less harsh this time because she expected it, but still violent and intrusive. She belted her robe more tightly and then picked up the receiver.

      “Hello?” she asked quietly.

      “Karen?” The voice was young but it had a querulousness she associated with the elderly.

      “No, I’m sorry,” Michela said. “But there’s no Karen here.”

      “What number do I have?”

      Michela repeated her phone number to the caller and got a sigh in response. “This is the only number I have for her,” the caller said. Michela couldn’t tell if the voice was male or female. “And I don’t know her last name. I guess I’m going to have to spend the evening alone.”

      Michela could imagine the expression on the caller’s face. She had seen the look all evening in the restaurant. Solitary diners spending their Christmas money on themselves as they tried to make Christmas Eve special by eating an expensive meal. She had been kind to them, but distant; as if getting too close to their loneliness would remind her of the emptiness of her apartment. “I’m sorry,” she said again.

      “I bet you have company,” the caller said. “And a tree that touches the ceiling—”

      “No.”

      “—presents that glitter under the blinking lights and a turkey roasting in the oven, the smell filling the house like the sound of children’s laughter—”

      “No!” Michela slammed the receiver down. She stared for a moment at the offending phone and then wrapped her arms around herself. The holiday did not exist. A holiday was only a holiday if you celebrated it and she was refusing to celebrate. She grabbed a book off her shelf and flopped onto the sofa. She opened to the first page but the words seemed to run together. I bet you have a tree that touches the ceiling…

      “Oh to hell with it,” she said, setting the book down and turning on the radio. Christmas music wafted in, bringing with it a chill as damp as the fog.

      And then the phone rang. She was reaching for the receiver before she had a chance to think. It might be Daniel, she thought as she placed the plastic against her ear, calling from Wisconsin to ask her to come home.

      “Yes?” Her voice sounded strange to her own ears. She never answered the phone that way.

      “I’m sorry.” She was not surprised to hear the androgynous voice on the other end of the line. “You’re spending the evening alone too, aren’t you?”

      She knew she shouldn’t answer, that she should hang up before something bizarre happened. “Yes,” she said.

      “They don’t think about us,” the caller said, “those people in their warm houses, drinking hot buttered rum and playing Santa Claus for their children. They forget that some of us sit alone in tiny apartments, trying to find something on television that isn’t accompanied by Christmas carols. Did you ever read Dickens?”

      Suddenly she was convinced that the caller was male. Something in the question, a timbre at the edge of his voice led her to that conclusion. “Once.”

      “We’re the true ghosts of Christmas Present,” he said. “Visible, yet invisible. We don’t have chains to rattle like Marley, because we’re still alive, still forging them—”

      “I really don’t want to listen to this,” Michela said and felt immediately guilty. Was he talking obliquely about suicide? She couldn’t tell.

      “It’s okay. Why should you? A strange voice invading your own private pain.” He chuckled ruefully. “I really did call back to apologize and to wish you a Merry Christmas.”

      She almost—almost—asked him over. For a moment his voice seduced her into believing in an evening of before and laughter before the true vision of the night set in. At best it would be two strangers sitting on opposite corners of her worn sofa, trying to make cheerful conversation. At worst he was some kind of pervert who would leave her mutilated body for the manager to find when the neighbors complained about the smell.

      She heard the rattle of carriage wheels, the shriek of imaginary violins and the dripping moistness of the fog. “Merry Christmas,” she said.

      “Yeah. To you, too,” he replied and hung up.

      The Christmas music sounded tinny and the apartment suddenly felt smaller. She set the receiver down slowly, wishing that she had extended the invitation after all. He sounded depressed and she would worry all night that she had been his last call before his suicide—and anything, even awkward conversation, seemed better than spending the night alone.

      She shut off the radio and headed toward her bedroom to change clothes. Even on Christmas Eve, there would be a bar or two open. And maybe one of them would be playing something other than Christmas carols.
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      The fog seemed thicker near the entrance to the bar. Her hand nearly disappeared in the dampness as she reached for the doorknob. She pulled the door open and stepped into the dimly lit room.

      The smell of pine boughs and stale beer hit her first, followed by a hollow laugh that emphasized the room’s emptiness. She thought about turning around, but resisted the urge. If she didn’t stay here, she would have to return home to the treeless apartment and the silent phone.

      The clock near the coat tree read 10 o’clock. It was midnight in the Midwest—Christmas Day. Last year at this time, she had been standing in the front row of the church choir, staring at Nathan, sleeping in Daniel’s arms. They looked so peaceful in the pew, father and son, waiting for her to finish so that they could go home. Then the director brought his hands down and they began to sing the Hallelujah Chorus. She had always believed the Hallelujah Chorus had no place at Christmas. The Savior did not become a savior until He rose. No, Handel’s true Christmas carol also came from the Messiah, but the words had always chilled her. The idea of a son being given spoke more of abandonment and neglect than redemption. Who was the unspecified us the music referred to and why did they deserve a child?

      No music was playing, but the television blinked silently. The bartender was wiping the bar with a dirty towel. The only customer, a middle-aged man in a business suit, stared drunkenly at the flickering images on the screen. Michela hovered near the coat tree, half-repelled by the emptiness. She had come for noise and laughter, not to sit and drink in silence. But the need for human companionship drove her inside.

      “I’m trying to close,” the bartender said.

      She set her purse on the bar and climbed onto one of the stools. “I’d like a Tom and Jerry,” she said as if he hadn’t spoken. When he looked up, she noted that he was a young man. She had thought, from his graying hair, that he was much older. He probably had a family to get home to. “I’d—just like one.”

      She wanted to believe that the look which crossed his face was compassion and not pity. “It’s a bitch being alone on Christmas, isn’t it?” he asked.

      Tears filled her eyes. She blinked quickly, hoping that he hadn’t noticed. He looked down and concentrated on mixing the drink.

      “You a tourist?” he asked as he set the liquid in front of her.

      She shook her head and took a sip. The warm sweetness followed by the alcoholic bite reminded her of Christmas dinner at her mother-in-law’s. She took another sip, but the drink had lost its appeal. Grabbing her wallet, she asked, “How much?”

      “It’s on the house
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