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Countdown to Christmas:
11 Days

LUMPY SNOWFLAKES TUMBLE from above, “Blue Christmas” dancing out of the speakers of Mary Had a Little Boutique. The historical brick buildings glisten like icicles in the pearly dusk that shadows Old Homestead Road, all of their names hand-lettered across display windows. This tiny Colorado valley town has a population south of two thousand, composed of six blocks neatly divided between three roads, the middle one the commercial strip. Despite having lived here for about eight months, I’ve never ventured into town before, since I might be recognized (wearing off-the-rack Rue 21!). Or worse: I might not be recognized at all.

Everything here has a cutesy name, usually Old West or mountain inspired, as if anyone could forget we’re in the Rocky Mountains when we’re literally shaded by them—Spruce It Up Hair Saloon, Frontier Hardware, Silver Mine Dining, Rocky Road Ice Cream Parlor. The boutique glowing in front of me is rustic-wedding-in-a-barn trendy. Like if the Lumineers were a store. Surely I’ll find gifts for my prickly, difficult-to-please relatives in here.

I have to.

The store is small and brightly lit, so it’s impossible to avoid the attention of its manager, leaning eagerly across the counter when I push open the door, its bells chiming. Her eyes squint, then widen. “You look familiar. Are you—?”

“No,” I’m quick to respond, turning to run an idle finger over a cloth napkin. My stomach churns at the forty-dollar price tag. “I’m nobody.”

She snaps her fingers. “Bettie Hughes! Oh my goodness! You must be here visiting your grandparents. I’m always seeing Lawrence’s car whizzing around. It’s such a treat, every time, always waves hello, stops for a chat if he has a minute. Couldn’t be nicer.” Her voice goes a bit wobbly. “Your grandmother isn’t as . . . well, she’s busy. Probably gets tired of being stopped all the time for autographs.” She tries to sound cheerful about whatever memory she’s reliving, in which my grandmother crushed the warm, friendly image this woman had held of her like a sorceress grinding the bones of her admirers.

I smile tightly. “Sorry to disappoint. I get that comparison a lot, but I’m not Bettie.”

She’s confused for a moment, and then she winks exaggeratedly. “Ahh, gotcha. Don’t worry, I won’t say anything. Not a peep.”

We’re in on a secret together as she watches me browse. I can’t concentrate, painfully aware of her attention. This is what’s popular now: high-quality, artisanal presents from small but expensive holes-in-the-wall. I can see my younger sister Kaia now, gifting me a secret, never-before-released album from one of my favorite bands that she procured in a water-tower-turned-musical-speakeasy somewhere in New York; Athena, my other sister, topping her by gifting me a bathtub fashioned from a rare type of volcanic rock that self-heats, which she got from a store in Denmark that disappeared the day after she made her purchase. My relatives and I don’t give each other anything with a recognizable label: the more obscure and personalized, the more exclusive. I’m tired of giving the family’s worst gifts. I’m tired of everyone pretending my offerings weigh the same as theirs.

“Do you need help? Hunting for a present for someone special? Look at this,” the manager says, emerging over my shoulder with a clay pitcher. “I think your grandfather might like this.”

I jump. “Ah!” I twist a You don’t even know my grandfather into submission, because maybe that’s not true. Maybe Mary from Mary Had a Little Boutique knows Lawrence Watson better than I do. After all, he’s lived in Teller City half his life. “I’m not who you think I am.”

“Right, right.” She glances at the window, at all the cars parked along the slushy street. Business is booming at the evil shop next door. “They’re gonna run me out of business,” she laments. Then she cranes up at the sky, as if photographers might be dangling from helicopters. “We got this in today.” She shows me a crocheted sweater with a price tag of one hundred forty-five dollars. “Beautiful. Isn’t it beautiful? Handmade, too. Lady by the name of Daisy makes these, told me she only crochets one a month, they’re so much effort.”

“Mm.”

I’m going through the motions, picking up ceramic pots, feigning interest in cakes of handmade soap. Twenty-seven dollars. I need twenty-seven-dollar handcrafted soap that costs five bucks. I suppose it’s nice that everything here is sourced from local entrepreneurs, but there’s nothing in this store I can afford. A tiny knife for cutting cheese would prevent me from filling my car with gas for a week.

The manager grins with dollar signs for eyes. “Do you like coffee? We sell the most amazing ground coffee you’ve ever tried. Here, I can give you a sample.”

I’m given free samples of coffee, cologne, a bag of muffin mix, and tinted moisturizer. Eventually, I contrive an excuse to leave (“very busy, got a ‘thing’ ”) and she’s visibly disappointed but expresses hopes that I’ll return tomorrow.

Back out on the sidewalk in “downtown” Teller City, I force a slow exhale between my teeth, tightening my purse against my body. Wind snaps and belts like the feedback in an old home camcorder video. Next door, the mutual nemesis of Mary Had a Little Boutique and myself stares down with big block letters and Edison lanterns.

Magnolia Hope Chest.

In their plot to take over society with shiplap and oversized wall clocks, Fixer Upper home renovation stars Chip and Joanna Gaines have conquered the western U.S. state by state with their cute little stores. Even towns as bite-sized as this one have fallen prey to Joanna’s love of industrial farmhouse chic and white subway tile. This location is less than a year old. I can see their thinking: the rural, down-home image looks good on their website, and they know that their star power will draw shoppers from every town in the county. That a sleek bronze glass-front building such as this one, while scaled back in comparison to its Texan motherland, is permitted to sit comfortably between Shahad’s Toy Shop and Mary Had a Little Boutique is an abomination.

My mind flickers to my sister Athena, who loves the Gaines style: rustic décor with an upper-middle-class price tag that makes her feel she’s relatable and down to earth. I remember being in the upper upper class, trying to persuade Macy’s to stock my perfume label while considering myself too good to shop at Macy’s. Now I clip Dollar General coupons.

After my finances imploded, I dreaded my shopping runs for fear of being photographed perusing the clearance sections. Even though I couldn’t afford high-end products anymore, I still had my pride. But with Christmas around the corner, I’ve been frantic to find gifts for my wealthy family, who are congregating up the mountain three days from now. A couple of weeks ago, I bit the bullet and entered the contact sport beloved by millions of American citizens known as Black Friday shopping.

There I was, skulking into Magnolia (with sunglasses and a wig) at six in the morning the day after Thanksgiving—a little bit hungover, brooding over spending the holiday alone—and I began filling my cart.

Prices were low. Adrenaline was high. I’d just nabbed an antique-style wall sconce at half off, which I knew Athena would love—the rush gave me such tunnel vision that, medically, I cannot be held liable for my actions. A woman and I brawled over a reclaimed-wood recipe box, the police were called, and we were both dragged from the store with lifetime bans.

I kept shouting “It’s not me!” for some reason. I remember being devastated to lose the wall sconce, which I’d never be able to afford at regular price. I was also devastated by the teenage assistant manager, who called me ma’am, which resulted in a full breakdown. I can’t be a ma’am, I’m only twenty-three! Or I was a few years ago, anyway. I’m pretty sure I’m twenty-six, but I spent so many years being twenty-one that I’d have to check my driver’s license to be sure.

Chip and Joanna are my mortal enemies now, discriminating by expecting customers to pay with money rather than exposure, even though I would have basically done them a favor by letting them give me merchandise. I have 9.3 million followers on Instagram.

Frustrated that this shopping trip proved fruitless, I slam my car door, which I like to imagine is still my sleek, deep red Aston Martin Vantage rather than a 2003 Chevrolet Impala in bird-poop white.

I ignore the stoplight since nobody’s here to see me run a red, thinking about how utterly rude it is that I peaked at twenty-four and didn’t even appreciate it, because I thought the money would keep flowing forever. I leveraged my name to broker deals for a fragrance line, a clothing line, a jewelry line, one right after the other under bad advisement, a horde of yes-men bleeding me dry without my knowledge, because I trusted anyone who said they believed in my creative vision. With ten million dollars in the bank, I began spending like an idiot, assuming that every year I’d double those millions. I bought a top-of-the-line car. A Hawaiian villa. I invested in all my friends’ loose-threaded start-ups, all high promises, no substance.

I was sitting in one of the most expensive restaurants on Melrose Avenue, celebrating my rise to the Top Thirty Entrepreneurs under Thirty, when I got the call that I was broke. The restaurant declined my credit card.

Halfway up a mountain at the north end of Old Homestead Road, a big, shuddersome house gazes down at me like a beady-eyed crow, tracking my progress to the opposite side of town. Even though that house and its occupants don’t know I’ve been hiding out in Teller City for the last several months, I feel it watching me all the time. It’s why I do all my shopping in nearby Springhedge. Needing to keep a low profile means I can’t risk trying to make any friends here, so I sit alone on the couch night after night, dreaming of the good old days.

I scurry like a beetle back into my rotting log, a small dwelling on the wooded outskirts of town with no cable, where the electricity and Wi-Fi are unwittingly being powered by one of the neighbors. (I run an extension cord from their outdoor outlet.) I stopped paying the water bill, so I’ve been waiting on that to dry up: my future holds either getting a job or showering at the YMCA in Springhedge and doing my toilet business unspeakably. I subsist on frozen pizza and peanut butter sandwiches. And Evian bottled water, of course. I’m not a pleb.

Once inside, I collapse onto the couch to feel sorry for myself. “Why couldn’t you have lived somewhere else?” I moan to Eileen. “Or had a bigger television?” This one is twenty-four inches.

Eileen doesn’t respond, as she is very busy being dead in Florida. She was only supposed to be in Florida for a three-week vacation last February, but the ninety-year-old lady snuffed it at Disney World during week two. I had needed money and a place to stay, and found her advertisement asking for someone to water her plants at a time when the situation was dire (I had been staying with a woman I’d just met, who said I could take her sofa if I acted as lookout whenever she was doing illegal tattooing). My three-week stay has grown into nearly a year. Every single day, I am terrified a cop is going to show up and arrest me for squatting, or a long-lost relative will come to claim Eileen’s house and belongings. I can’t believe no one’s kicked me out yet.

It’s a drafty little place, musty-smelling, like it knows Eileen is dead and has decided to die right along with her even though someone’s still trying to live in it. The walls are dark wood paneling, the carpet gray shag that’s crunchy in areas. Crayons and dead mice have melted under the radiators to form the world’s most grotesque rainbow. There isn’t a single decent wall to pose in front of for pictures. I had to nail a tie-dye tapestry up on the wall with the best lighting, which as far as my followers and family know, is the “bohemian room” in my private Hawaiian villa. Don’t ask to visit me because I am simply too busy to accommodate guests—I am making a fortune as an influencer for a nonexistent company called verdIgRIS Tea, a multilevel marketing venture I made up. Allegedly, if you drink the tea it can make your eyes greener. I’ll send details to you in the mail, which will then be lost by our inefficient postal system.

Even though verdIgRIS isn’t real, other brands will surely see my sponsorships, so the goal is to make them think I’m in demand. If you build it (the lie), they will come (with enough cash to get me out of Teller City before my grandmother discovers I’m here and heckles me for being a failure).

I swallow, staring at the ceiling. Three days.

Only three days left until I have to see everyone and put on a convincing show that I’m Doing Great, Actually. No, I certainly did not make a huge deal out of how rich I was, then blow my money on big, elaborate parties for fair-weather friends I haven’t heard a peep from since my brands went kaput. The media didn’t overexpose me to the point where everyone hates me. My face wasn’t all over tabloids, first for my success, and then for my lavish parties, and finally as a target of ridicule. Constant accusations of cheating on partners or being cheated on. Plastic surgery. Debt. (They got that one right, at least.) I didn’t lose job opportunities, left with nothing except for credit too bad to get a loan.

It’s what my parents have been warning me about since I was four years old and crying that I wanted to be a Disney star. My frugal, responsible, ordinary parents, who shunned the limelight my grandmother casts, who’ve been scrupulously saving for their retirement since they were in their twenties. I certainly couldn’t approach them for help, not when my dad tried so hard to keep his kids from chasing fame but we all did, anyway, because bad people in nice suits offer fame-adjacent children the world the second they turn eighteen, exploiting their connections, sweet-talking them right into ruin, and then moving promptly along. Dad hoped we’d choose normal lives, too. He was worried we’d end up spoiled or broken. Joke’s on him: I’m both!

I get up and pour the remaining quarter of a bottle from the fridge into a glass. California zinfandel has never let me down.

Three days. The ticking clock is a roar.

“This sucks,” I tell my wine. “And so do you, but at least you’re trying.”

I have nothing to give to anyone.

All of my possessions have already been featured in social media posts. Athena will know if I’m giving out my own stuff as Christmas presents, she will absolutely say something, and then what? At any rate, I couldn’t possibly part with the few belongings I own from my old life. Gold-infused essential oils recommended by my aromatherapist, a prosperity-boosting body scrub that only works if you’re a Scorpio. Musk-scented CBD oil made especially for depressed blue tang fish. Most of these are GOOP products, obtained through my persistent extortion of Gwyneth Paltrow. She’s in the wind now and hasn’t sent me anything in months.

I pop open a fresh bottle. “It’s not fair!” The closer Christmas gets, the sicker I feel.

I rev up social media to do the number one no-no: look up my own name.

What I find is bad.

Tweets with the highest engagement accompany the hashtag #BettieHughesIsCanceled, followed closely by #LucasDodgedA Bullet.

This was the fallout after I tried to tell people that my ex-boyfriend, Lucas Dormer, was emotionally abusive, via an interview with Andromeda Magazine. Lucas’s fans swiftly crushed me. We’ve been broken up for years now, but they still won’t let their hatred go, dogging me all over the internet, posting GIFs of people throwing Raisin Creme Pies at each other’s faces (I’ll explain that reference later).

I pour another drink, digging into TikTok. The only time I’m mentioned by the merciless teens of today’s society is in mean hashtags on videos they post of themselves dancing to Lucas Dormer’s songs. One of them green-screened my years-old mug shot into the background.

I’m making a bad day much worse. I need to put my phone away, but I can’t. I have to know what people—people who think I’m too rich and busy to look it up—are saying about me.

Some of the girls I used to be friendly with before their modeling or acting careers took off have posted cryptic tweets like It’s so sad to see what’s happened to her, and I don’t know who they’re referencing, but just the fact that it might be me pumps my body full of furious adrenaline. How dare they!

I’m drying up my second bottle. Every boyfriend I’ve ever had has, at one point, used a #BettieHughesIsOverParty comment to link to their melodramatic “What’s It Like to Date a Watson-Hughes” exposés on Medium.com from two, three, four years ago.

I “like” a few of them, just so they’ll know I see what kind of shitfuckery they’re up to. A reporter at the New York Times, Kelly Frederick, who used to dig around in my finances and tell everyone my companies were drowning, declared she was praying for me. She tagged @BettieHughes, the wrong handle, as mine is @Real-BettieHughes. Her thirty most recent tweets are gushing over Lucas Dormer’s guest appearance on some teen drama, tagging him in every one. I know she’s hoping he’ll show interest, maybe gratitude. I know he’ll probably flirt with her a little from afar but never date her, because he’s a celebrity whose public persona doesn’t match up with reality behind the scenes, and she’s a reporter.

The worst part?

Almost all of these tweets are from last year. Hardly anyone’s been talking about me since, except to make jabs. A theory that I’m in rehab is floating around. Some people think I’m dead.

Even my unpopularity isn’t popular anymore.

I can’t let this be my legacy. I had no idea how pathetic my public image has gotten. I’m going to have to deplete my vault of Photoshopped pictures. Each one takes hours to perfect, which is fine because I don’t have anything else to do. I have no real skills, so I can’t find lasting employment anywhere. The few places that would take me, I can’t work at without being recognized. I can see the trending topic now: Is Bettie Hughes working at Speedway?

I unleash the whole collection: myself Photoshopped in front of private jets. Hotel rooms with Versace shopping bags on the bed, lobster dinners in restaurants that require a reservation made months in advance. I’m not an amateur; I know I have to alter enough details in these pictures that no one can trace back to the originals. There’s a forty-year-old Swiss woman with two followers who has the best life I’ve ever seen, and she’s usually my go-to. I change the shape of clouds in her backgrounds, tint the coloring of her clothes. Apply filters liberally. Now her life is mine.

My brain waves blur as I open a new bottle of wine, footsteps unsteady. I pass thirty reflections of myself in Eileen’s hallway endcap of mirrors and record a TikTok soliloquy about how I could’ve been a movie star if I wanted. If I had the time, which I don’t. I’m a busy business lady, lots of green-eye tea to peddle. Would anybody else like to sponsor me? Except I’m highly exclusive, you probably can’t afford me. But you should definitely put in an offer. And you know what? Nobody invited me to any Halloween parties, which is bullshit, but I don’t care, I don’t want anything to do with all those two-faced . . . with all those people and their however many faces. I don’t even care! What happened to all the friends I used to have and why did they leave when I stopped paying for group vacations?

In my fizzy state, my attention turns inexplicably toward that hack Kelly Frederick, spamming her socials with pictures of my Nickelodeon Kids’ Choice Awards surfboard, which I won for being a Red Carpet Fashion Icon in 2010 (it was the Before Times, when the populace still liked my fashion). “Suck on that,” I mutter. “They don’t give you surfboards at the . . . the goddamn New Year’s Times, do they.”

Then I drift back to Twitter, perhaps unwisely. Magnolia stores are unethical. Don’t shop there!!

This garners a comment from my sister Athena (who has double the followers I have): I love those stores! In under two minutes, a dozen people reply to say that by promoting Magnolia, Athena just convinced them to shop there. The official @magnolia Twitter account “likes” all of these tweets, even mine, which feels passive-aggressive.

I envision myself on Christmas Day in Grandma and Grandpa’s living room, handing them the free samples from Mary Had a Little Boutique because that’s all I’ve got. You can forget presents for my nieces and nephews; those gremlins are money pits. They’ll each get a hug.

Nothing is cheering me up. Not the wine, not the spare Christmas decorations I found in Eileen’s closet. I can’t even plug in the artificial tree, a kitschy, miniature pink thing, because I don’t know what happens when alcohol and electricity mix. I could be electrocuted. Or the tree could end up drunk. Nobody knows.

For my birthday last year, my grandmother sent a Kinollghy record player to my PO box in L.A. It’s styled to resemble yesteryear but with Bluetooth compatibility, and it looks damn spanking good on Eileen’s coffee table. I only have two Christmassy records (packaged together—a gift from my sister-in-law), one of which I tip out of a big square envelope-looking thing and onto the big black round thing that makes music happen. Presumably. This is my first time using the record player. I’ve been holding out to spite my grandmother, who would probably be able to sense it in the air if I did something she wanted me to. Like a bloodhound.

The volume isn’t quite high enough, so I try to notch it up by zipping the needle around. Some wine splashes onto the red disc, but that’s fine. “Mariah Carey is thirsty today,” I remark.

The record squeals and skips to the second track, “All I Want for Christmas Is You.”

Mariah Carey isn’t thirsty, Mariah Carey is possessed by demons. The song spitting out of my record player with a weird succession of thwip-thwip-thwips sounds like an attack, the beats arising not from Mimi’s unparalleled vocal range but rather from a dark temple at the earth’s core, storming and sinister, some creature chanting in a haunted language with the exception of one clear refrain: “Ooooooooh, Chriiiiiiistmaaaas!” The lights brighten and then dim, buzzing in discordant sync with the thwip-thwip-thwip, the high, mangled “Ooooooooh Chriiiiistmaaaas, Ooooooooh Chriiiiistmaaaas.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end; I am instantly and unfortunately sober.

I try to pry the record off the player, but the needle grates a hot spray of sparks that burns my hand and I shriek, springing back. Everything electric is going haywire: the overhead light, a Himalayan salt lamp, the miniature twenty-four-inch television, my Ocean Galaxy Light Projector. They’re all drunk, pulsating wildly, bright and then dim, bright and then dim—my head spins along, stomach roiling. I’m about to paint the walls with pizza rolls. It’s an earthquake! It’s Revelation! Quick, Bettie, be religious!

“Dear sir, baby God,” I cry, reaching for more wine. “Small, holy bundle.” You know, on second thought, perhaps the wine can wait. “Forgive me. I won’t do again whatever it was that you’re mad about, you’ve got my word. I swear on Bettie Watson’s life.” Not Bettie Hughes, mind you. Bettie Watson. My grandmother’s lived long enough, whereas I’ve got so much ahead of me.

I yank the record player’s cord out of the wall right as Mariah’s distorted soprano reaches a fever pitch, all six bulbs in the ceiling fan popping in an explosion of glass, a table lamp behind me catching fire.

“Agghhhh, shit! What the hell! What the ever-loving hell!” I seize my weighted throw blanket and almost use it to tamp out the flames, but it’s a remnant from The Time I Had Money and, more importantly, it’s been discontinued. I know for a fact that Carrie Underwood has publicly bemoaned not having one. I simply cannot destroy a thing so exclusive that Carrie Underwood will never have it.

I use an afghan Eileen crocheted instead, thankfully succeeding in beating the fire into submission. The electricity stabilizes, that piercing buzzing noise ebbing away. Smoke lingers in the room, and my mind flashes with ideas for utilizing this near-death experience to come back into public favor. I’ll post a picture of the exploded bulbs in the Clarendon filter, an afghan singed with black craters. Lost my only memento of my great-grandmother, I’ll caption it, but I’m thankful to still be here. I’M SO SORRY, Kelly Frederick will type-sob in a front-page headline. Then the byline: The world almost lost Bettie that day. And I . . . can’t help but feel responsible, after I exposed her money problems to her investors and ruined her life. I’ll forgive her, but only after Oprah gently advises me on national television to take the high road.

“Whew.” I blow out a shaky exhale, then revolve to find a man in my living room, standing not five feet away from me.

He waves. “Oh, hey!”

I scream and fall down, frantically scuttling backward like a crab, broken glass biting into the pad of my hand. A swift glance at the door shows me it’s still shut. The man is speaking, although whatever he’s saying can’t be heard over my never-ending scream. He’s a blur of colors, mostly red and green with a squiggle of brown on top, wearing what I think is (but cannot possibly be) a sweater featuring a T. rex eating a candy cane.

“I’ll never drink again,” I vow. “Please, Mariah, release me from your curse. I’ll be good.”

“As I’m sure you’ve already guessed, I am the Holiday Spirit,” the man tells me mildly. “Due to an obscure typo in the Festivities Legislation, the Holiday Spirit can be conjured by playing the current Billboard Hot 100 number one hit, if it is a holiday hit, and if it is played backwards, on vinyl.” He gestures to the scarlet record on display, sticky with wine. “Well done, Miss Carey. I’m as shocked as you are that it’s taken until now for that typo to be pressed into action.”

The last of my air abandons me in a wheeze.

“But you can call me Hall, as in Holiday.” He beams, head slanting.

“Oh, right,” I reply faintly, and then pass out.
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CHAPTER TWO
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CALIFORNIA ZINFANDEL HAS let me down. It has pushed me all the way down a broken elevator shaft, in fact. It’s well past dark when I roll off the couch onto the shag carpet, skull thumping with a migraine, and release a pitiful wail. The house smells like dessert for some reason, and there’s a stretchy beige bandage on my right hand that I don’t remember putting there. This is what happens when you day-drink.

“What have I done to deserve this,” I murmur forlornly. My phone lies inches away on the carpet. I must pull through for the sake of my fans, which I’m going to have again someday.

Zero outreach from Dad, Felix, or Athena, as per usual. Felix and Athena never check in because they’re snobs, and Dad never checks in because he’s a quiet, private soul who doesn’t contact anyone unless it’s an emergency. One single text from Kaia, which she meant to send to a friend. Six from Mom in the few hours since I last glanced at my phone, asking how I’m doing, if I’ve booked my flight, when I’ll be getting in, if she needs to pick me up from the airport. Directions in case I rent a car. She wants to know if it’s still raining on my end and I have to look up the current weather in Haiku, Hawaii, before I respond. My house, which the bank took away, has been bought and sold twice over. It’s been relisted on Zillow, which I stare at nightly through my tears. The fact that my mother keeps an eye on what the weather is like where all of her children live makes me feel so much worse about lying and being the only Hughes child who didn’t show up at Thanksgiving.

Thanksgiving just reminds me of Christmas, which reminds me that I’m a failure with no presents to give everybody, a sponsorless woman in her midtwenties who steals Wi-Fi. And now I wish I were unconscious again.

“What am I gonna do,” I mutter into the carpet. From this angle, I can see everything going on under the couch but pretend I do not see it. An exterminator isn’t in the budget. I’m barely scraping by with my OnlyFans earnings, since ninety percent of my subscribers bailed after I said I wouldn’t post nudes.

I scroll through my many, many notifications. The unofficial BettieHughesUpdates account, which has mostly evaporated—its organizers moving on to shiny new starlets—has retweeted low-hanging gossip about my “clearly shopped photos,” even though they have no proof of that. I’ve endured too much. Like the fire from earlier. It’s frankly miraculous that I survived, since I drank so much wine that going anywhere near that fire should have turned me into a Molotov cocktail.

I decide to deactivate my Twitter. It’s the equivalent of a tantrum, and I’ve done it before, but it makes me feel better.

Then I mosey over to Instagram, where I post stories encouraging my followers to enter a sixty-day “A Healthier New Me” pledge with VerdIgRIS Tea. Sign up today with my promo code HUGHMONGOUSSALE. I find one of my best selfies, change my dark brown eyes to green, and post that, too.

I receive immediate replies: some asking for more information on the tea, some calling me out for MLM scheming, some asking for nudes. Even when the interaction isn’t positive, at least people are responding. People remember me. Right at this very moment, while they type their comments, they’re thinking about me.

“There.” I toss my phone aside. “Now I can spend the rest of the night hating my life.”

“Anything I can do to help?”

I jump off the couch, entire body vibrating with a bloodcurdling shriek. A man wearing a sweater with blinking red and green lights sewn into it is standing in Eileen’s living room. “Get out!” I yell. “Get out of my house! How’d you sneak through my alarm system?” I really could not explain why this is one of the first things I shout. I don’t even have an alarm system.

He flinches. Holds up a tentative finger. “But you . . .”

“What are you, a stalker? One of my fans?” Maybe I’m still drunk, and right now I’m yelling at some guy on my television screen.

But he looks real. He could be a detective, or a real estate agent. No! Anything but a real estate agent! I start throwing things. My G. Label x Tabitha Simmons Heli Sandals. My Alexis Steelwood Charcuterie Board. Even my Stinson Studios Natural Oak Serving Bowl, 14”. The charcuterie board cracks him over the knee, and he jerks to gape at it, then me. When the serving bowl goes flying, he’s prepared for it, and with a twist of his hand, the bowl rebounds seconds before making contact with his chest. It lands on the floor at my feet, cracking into three pieces.

I shriek again. “My bowl!”

“I’m sorry—I—”

I hurl the pieces at him and he does that thing again, waving his hand to halt their travel in midair without physically touching them. I stare at his hand, beginning to reexamine this situation from a different angle than “but what about my bowl.”

“Please don’t do that,” he entreats politely.

“Was that . . .” I sputter. “Are you . . .”

“Telekinetic, yes,” he replies as I say, “Jesus.”

He pauses, eyebrows lifting. “Ah, no, I am not Jesus. I am Hall!” He smiles broadly, which forces me to take proper notice of his brilliant smile, deep smile lines bracketing his mouth. Then I notice other details, like his mop of chestnut brown hair, olive skin with a dash of freckles, and long lashes framing green eyes. Arrestingly green, like my fake posts for verdIgRIS Tea results. They’re the clearest jade I’ve ever seen. I’d peg him as in his midtwenties, with boyish good looks and good humor that I find suspicious.

“Do you not remember me?” His face falls, hand landing squarely over his heart. All of the blinking red and green lights on his sweater start flickering. “Oh, no! But that makes me so sad! I remember absolutely, wonderfully everything about how we met. I put it all down here! For posterity!” He plucks a large red book from somewhere behind him and flips to the first page. It features a Polaroid of the two of us, me sprawled on the couch unconscious, eyeliner and mascara smudged. He’s giving the camera a thumbs-up and a happy, lopsided grin, eyes crinkling at the corners. It’s a tight race, but I think the most alarming aspect here is that I can see both of his hands in the picture.

Which raises the question: “Who the hell took this picture?”

“I did,” he replies, flipping to the second page. This one’s got a Polaroid of the two of us with a broken bowl on the floor at our feet. In the picture, he’s holding the red book, showing it to me. A caption in gold ink shimmers beneath:


“Who the **** took this picture?”

“I did.”



The asterisks intended to preserve sensitive eyes from the word hell are, upon closer inspection, miniature poinsettias. “Ahhh,” he sighs, gaze welling with fond emotion as he strokes the book’s spine. “Memories.”

I grab the book. It’s labeled THE TIME I WAS INVITED TO THE PHYSICAL PLANE BY BETTIE MONICA HUGHES AND TRIED SUNNY D FOR THE FIRST TIME EVER AND IT WAS SO AWESOME. The title’s a combination of alphabet stickers and cut-out magazine headlines. “My middle name is Gardenia,” I say, dumbstruck.

The word Monica disappears, Gardenia fading in. “That was a placeholder, since I didn’t know. I really love the name Monica. It’s technically the most beautiful human name, tracing back to the fourth century.”

I stare at him.

“But Gardenia is fine.” He snatches the scrapbook back. It vanishes. “I’ve been waiting forever for you to wake up again. Why are there so many dead plants in here? I bandaged your cut and put together a nice gingerbread loaf, if you’re hungry.”

That explains the smell and the stretchy beige material wrapped around my right hand. I don’t know what to make of that. It strikes me as both kind and violating.

“Right,” I croak.

“I think the reason why you slept so long is because you’ve been consuming drinks that make you tired,” he continues radiantly. “Not to worry. I’ve dumped them out.”

“You what?”

“Gingerbread loaf?” he offers, snapping his fingers. A plate appears between us, floating, a slice of brown cake staring up at me. I say staring because it’s got candy eyes, a red M&M for a nose, and pretzels sticking out the top to form antlers.

“What are you?” I demand, shoving the reindeer in my mouth even though I absolutely know better than to take food from strangers. Why stop making bad decisions now? “Where’d you come from? Where’d you get these pretzels?”

“I am the Holiday Spirit, but you can call me Hall. As in—”

I’m starting to remember his spiel. Or shreds of it, anyway. “Holiday.”

“Yes!” His megawatt grin is a solar flare, painful to look at. He rocks back onto his heels. “Due to an obscure typo in the Festivities Legislation, the Holiday Spirit . . .” I’m walking into the kitchen now, checking on the stash of sherry bottles in the cabinet. They’re gone. Hall follows, craning his head around the side of the cabinet door. “. . . can be conjured by playing the current Billboard Hot 100 number one hit, if it is a holiday hit, and if it is played backwards, on vinyl.”

I replace the batteries in Eileen’s carbon monoxide detector and test it. Seems to be working.

“The Holiday Spirit is an individualized experience. ‘Holiday spirit’ means something different to every person, so the makeup of a conjured Holiday Spirit would vary from person to person. I’m only a small part of a vast and intricate substance. Think of it like . . . a mist that covers the world. I’m a tiny piece that broke off to come to you when you summoned. Every drop of vapor in that mist is unique, with unique traditions, beliefs, behaviors. But I’m the one who most closely resembles your own personal idea of holiday spirit–ness, which is why I heard you, and why I’m here.” He beams proudly. “I have a frenemy who holiday-spirits primarily in Canterbury, Australia, and he protests all snow-and Northern-Hemisphere-centered holiday songs.”

If there’s no gas leak, then what is the explanation for why I am seeing and hearing what I am seeing and hearing?

“Somehow,” I mutter, “I just know that Kelly Frederick is behind this.”

Hall slides narrowly past me to grab a mug—I blink and from one second to the next, the mug has filled itself with steaming hot chocolate. As he waves his hand, summoning marshmallows out of the ether, the air around us stirs, tinged faintly with peppermint.

Hall nudges the mug between my hands until I wrap my fingers around it. Coaxes me to sit down in a chair, which I don’t remember ever tying a cushion to, but there it is, festooned with snowmen. There’s a snowman hand towel draped over the oven handle, too. I scour the remainder of the kitchen, discovering new bits and bobs: A crystal bowl filled with big, round, jewel-toned ornaments. Three different wreaths, each one bigger than the last. A bread box shaped like a sleigh. Hall nods at the marshmallows bobbing in my hot chocolate. “That’ll make you feel better, I promise.”

“I can’t believe you dumped out my alcohol.” I take a sip, because what else am I supposed to do? He’s right, though—after a swallow, my head seems to be clearing, that terrible migraine a distant memory. I take two more sips, confusion dissolving like stepping into a sunny, picturesque meadow. By the time I’ve drained the mug, this all makes perfect sense! I’ve always known Mariah Carey was powerful, so her ability to summon the personification of festive cheer honestly tracks.

“I can’t believe the day’s already gone,” I sigh, checking the digital clock over my stove. “Now I’ve only got two left.”

“Two left until what?”

“Until I have to go to a thing I really do not want to go to.” I let my head fall into my hands. “I wish I had more time.”

“If that’s an explicit wish, you have to say the magic words.”

I arch a brow. “What do you mean? You could literally give me more time?”

“If you say the magic words, yes.”

“Which are?”

Hall grows cagey, magicking himself a mug of cocoa and lifting it to his lips coyly. “Can’t tell you.”

“Well,” I deadpan. “How useful.”

I think the insinuation of not being useful wounds him. “It’s a lyric,” he blurts, then gulps his cocoa. Spits it out. “That’s not hot chocolate!” He looks down into his cup, giving it a slosh. “Oh, it’s hot chalk. My bad.” To me, he adds apologetically, “I’m new at this. Sometimes I get excited and things end up . . . half-magicked.”

I’m still stuck on this magic-words-and-wishing thing. “A lyric to what?”

He leans an inch forward, eyes trained on me with laser focus, trying to tell me without telling me. “Oh!” I exclaim. “The song that conjured you? ‘All I Want for Christmas Is You?’ ”

He nods, gaze glittering. “Yes.”

I reach for my phone, but it’s not in my pocket. “Where’s my . . . ?”

“Other room,” he supplies. “I’ll get it.” Then instantly, it appears on the kitchen table.

I Google the lyrics, reciting them out loud. When I complete the seventh line, he smacks the table so hard that I jolt.

I look up. “So I can just say that I want more time, and . . . ?”

“Correct.” He leans ever forward, a touch of mania in those otherworldly eyes. They’re the color of peeled grapes. “Do it.”

Most of my ideas are bad. I ignore this. “I want more time. Make my wish come true.”

Hall grasps my hand, there’s a flashbang of light, and we’re barreling through a black hole, audibly ripping through the fabric of the universe. We’re falling backward, my skin sucked tight against my bones, every single one of them on the verge of crushing into powder, into molecules. Gravity pulls at my hair, my fingernails, stripping my socks off. The speed at which we’re traveling forces my mouth wide open, all moisture on my tongue and lips evaporating. My teeth rattle and the pressure against my eye sockets is unbearable, but all I can do is take it, I can’t do anything, not even shout—

We both slam, hard, into a cold floor. As I drag my eyelids open, my vision crosses but I make out twin blurs of Eileen’s withered fiddle leaf fig.

Hall groans nearby, rubbing his head. I think he smacked it on the microwave. “Ohhhh, that was bad. I did not enjoy that at all.”

My response is a woozy “Errff.” My mouth’s the Sahara, lips cracked. That fierce wind is still in my head, howling between my ears. I clap my hands over them, tears pricking my eyes. “Make it stop.”

Singing abruptly fills the room at a clamor that could wake the dead. It’s BTS, and they’re coming from every speaker. They’re coming from the microwave. From a battery-operated Billy Bass fish on the wall that is wearing a Santa hat, which I did not put there. My desiccated throat manages a pathetic, barely audible “Eghh.”

“Sorry,” Hall rasps. “I accidentally made it pop instead of stop.”

The noise dies at once, but Billy Bass’s tail is still flapping. Now he’s singing “A Holly Jolly Christmas” in Michael Bublé’s voice.

The all-consuming, disorienting pain from moments before is replaced by a full-body ache accompanied by weird visions bursting in my mind’s eye. An enormous pecan pie. Mountains of curled silver ribbons all over the living room floor, my own hand pointing, and Hall hanging his head like a shamed dog. “Oh my God,” I groan. “What kind of fairy godmother are you?” I throw up; it’s mostly cocoa, and it burns my nose. “What is happening?”

Hall retches, too, although I don’t know if his retching is because of how he feels or if it was triggered by the sound of me retching.

I anchor my hands flat on the floor, eyes closed, trying to keep my breathing even as an endless stream of visions batters me upside the head. I see shaving cream all over my bathroom, and Hall crouching on the floor, putting the finishing touches on a Home Alone diorama. It includes tiny bricks for dropping onto Marv’s face and a working staple gun the size of my pinky nail.

“I’m having psychic visions,” I whisper. “You gave me superpowers.”

I’m like Dr. Strangelove or whatever he’s called, with the cape. My first thought is How do I abuse these powers for personal gain?

“I’m so thirsty,” I mutter. “I need something to drink.”

A cup appears, levitating level with my mouth. Hall’s magic is on the fritz, evidently, the cup wobbling, shifting color from orange to yellow. I peer inside, croaking, “Is this tap water?”

He blinks. “Uhh. I don’t know.”

“I only . . .” I slump onto my side upon the unforgiving floor, eyes clenched tight, dying of thirst. “. . . drink . . . Evian.”

He tips the cup against my lips, confirming my worst fears about the source of this water. It’s inhumane, the atrocities I have endured today. Or . . . ?

“Is it yesterday, then? Did it work?”

“I think so. What you’re seeing in your head are memories of things you should have done and said and experienced if time had proceeded as usual. And alternate possibilities of those memories, too. I just envisioned myself eating four possible breakfasts at Denny’s, which is handy information, because now I know I want the fried potato tower.” He coughs. “It’s off-menu. You have to ask for it.”

“You knew about these side effects?” I try to swat at him, but my arm flops uselessly.

“I knew that it might feel bad, in theory. But I was hoping to be an exception, in practice.” He tries for a smile. “Sorry. I really wanted to flex those time travel powers. Never done it before.”

“Never doing it again,” I retort darkly. “Not with me, anyway.”

“I would never do it with anybody else. I’m committed to you.”

My eyes narrow. “What do you mean?”

“You’re the one who conjured me. I’m yours. And I am here to fill you with the holiday spirit.”

I raise my eyebrows, smirking.

Hall flushes. “Not like that!” He’s so distressed that he starts knitting a tinsel scarf, which he completes with remarkable quickness, and drapes around the shoulders of a life-size Father Christmas I didn’t know was behind me, and which I’ll be seeing in my nightmares tonight. “Obviously, you brought me here because you need holiday spirit, right?”

I think of Eileen’s sad pink Christmas tree and begin to argue that my spirit level is satisfactory when he adds, “My holiday magic is yours for the using until you’re adequately filled with spirit of your own, remember.”

I close my mouth. Turn his words over in my mind.

“Your holiday magic . . . is mine for the using? Mine? As in, I wish for something and you just make it happen?”

My mind wipes blank, like a giant white void. Then it begins to fill up—with Alexander McQueen jumpsuits and five-thousand-dollar shoes, and canapés, and an upgraded phone. I envision the Watsons’ Christmas tree hidden behind boxes and boxes of presents I can’t afford.

“I’m so pumped,” he’s chattering. “Been dreaming about getting an opportunity to try out some really neat stuff for ages! And by ages, I mean literally since the Neolithic period, when I was commonly referred to as the Spirit of Winter Solstice; then later on, Yule. Some have even called me a winter god. Before I was Hall, short for Holiday, I was Hall, short for Holly King.” He puffs out his chest at this. “A long time ago, holiday spirits were allowed to come and go physically from our plane of existence to yours, but it ended up being too chaotic and that’s why the legislation was introduced. Spirits would come to earth and start feeling differently about their role—they’d start to reconsider who they were, then become confused about what they wanted or who they were. Or, they’d go overboard in their magic-spreading, and that’s how you ended up with flying reindeer, which at one point was the shenanigans of some overexcited spirit. I’ve personally never mingled physically with humans before, but ever since I learned about the legislation’s typo, I’ve been hoping and waiting for someone to activate it. I think I could make great strides here, providing joy.”

“Is that your purpose or something?”

“Exactly. Before I came here, I was just floating around as an incorporeal mass of pure joy, shining down on the world and making the humans I passed over feel joyful, too. But now I can really get in there, you know?”

“How long are you going to be down here ‘providing joy’?”

“For as long as you need it.”

“And how will you know when I no longer need it?”

He shrugs. “Not sure yet. I think I’ll know when I know. Your holiday spirit is a miserably low one point five out of ten on the Holiday Scale.”

“Listen, you. I’m a ten at everything.”

“If your number stays low,” he continues, “then I could end up hanging around here forever.”
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