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Author’s Note: Keep saying yes

If you are reading this, I imagine it is cold outside. The sort of evening where the windows fog with warmth and the kettle hums its small song of comfort. So first, thank you for spending a little of your winter here, in the snowy mess and miracle of Holly Bright’s world.

This story began, as all good Christmas tales do, with a feeling rather than a plan. I wanted to write about hope that arrives late. About love that stumbles but still shows up. About the small acts of bravery we call ordinary life, sending the message, forgiving the old hurt, opening the door to something new.

Holly’s twelve dates were never really about romance. They were about reunion —with herself, with family, with joy. Every date was a door, a tiny act of courage disguised as whimsy. Because that is what Christmas has always been to me: not glitter or perfection, but the annual reminder that light always, always returns.

And as for Noel, well, perhaps he was real, perhaps he wasn’t. Perhaps he was every spark of kindness that ever found its way to us when we needed it most. Maybe he was what happens when the universe answers softly, Alright, let’s try again.

So if this story finds you at a moment when you’ve forgotten the way back to wonder, let this be your card, your golden door:

Keep saying yes.

Yes to joy even when it feels fragile.
Yes to forgiveness, even when it feels foolish.
Yes to the next chapter, even if you do not know the ending.
Because every future  Christmas or otherwise begins with a single, stubborn, beautiful yes.

With love and fairy lights,
Jules
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Chapter One: The ghost of tinder past
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If Holly Bright had known she was about to be haunted by her own dating history, she might have worn better pyjamas.
Not that she’d expected company at midnight on a Tuesday. Certainly not a spectral company. And definitely not while she was halfway through a tub of mint choc chip and watching Love Actually for the sixteenth time.
The fairy lights around her flat blinked with just enough effort to look festive but not enough to be reliable. A cinnamon candle sputtered bravely on the coffee table, fighting a losing battle against the faint aroma of burnt toast that seemed to cling to everything she owned.

It was one week until Christmas, and Holly was officially, spectacularly single. Again.

Her best friend Meg had announced that this was “a cosmic opportunity for reinvention.” Holly suspected it was more of a cosmic punishment for dating a man who thought Secret Santa should involve actual secrets and a live ferret.

She sighed, spoon in mouth, when the television flickered. The picture froze on Hugh Grant mid-dance, hips paused mid-wiggle. Then, the lights dimmed entirely.

“Oh, brilliant,” she muttered. “Even the electrics have given up on me.”

Then came a whoosh. Not the normal kind, like wind through a crack in the window, but the sound of something far too dramatic for her modest one-bedroom flat. The candle flared bright white, and suddenly, the air smelled of peppermint and... nostalgia?

A tall figure appeared in front of the sofa, glowing faintly like a human Christmas tree topper. He wore a woolly jumper that said Tis the Season to Be Jolly Confused, and his expression matched the slogan perfectly.

“Evening,” he said cheerfully. “I’m the Ghost of Tinder Past. Or Bumble. It’s been rebranded a few times.”

Holly blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”

“You know, I visit the romantically disillusioned this time of year. Help them see where they’ve gone wrong, that sort of thing. You’ve got twelve dates ahead of you, Holly Bright, the Twelve Dates of Christmas Future. Each one a chance to rewrite your story.”

She squinted at him. “Did Meg put you up to this? Is this one of those immersive theatre things? Because if so, you’re about three mince pies short of convincing.”

The ghost grinned. “Oh, you’ll believe me soon enough. But first, we’re taking a little trip down memory lane.” He clapped his hands together, and before she could protest, the room melted into snow and starlight.

Holly looked down to find herself in her old university bar, clutching a mulled wine and staring at her ex-boyfriend, Tom-the-guitar-player-who-never-paid-rent.

“Oh no,” she groaned. “Not him. Anyone but him.”

“Lesson one,” said the ghost kindly. “Never trust a man who says he’s ‘between bands.’”

Holly sighed. “Can I at least finish my ice cream before we start all this?”

The ghost winked. “Patience, Holly Bright. The past may be frozen, but the future is full of sparkle.”

And with that, the snow swirled once more, carrying her into the first of twelve dates not all with men, not all romantic, but every one with a glimmer of Christmas magic.
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Chapter Two: The calendar of consequences
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Holly woke up to the distinct sound of jingling. Not the metaphorical kind where your phone’s dating app notifications sound suspiciously festive, but actual jingling, like someone had installed a team of elves in her hallway

She blinked groggily at the clock. Seven thirty. Far too early for magic, mischief, or meaningful self-reflection. The fairy lights she’d forgotten to switch off twinkled smugly at her from the window.

“Alright,” she muttered, throwing back the duvet. “Which one of you imaginary Christmas spirits left the radio on?”

She shuffled towards the door, hair doing its best impression of a startled reindeer, and opened it. There was no one there. Just the cool December air and, resting neatly on the welcome mat, a small red box tied with green ribbon.

The tag read simply:

For Holly Bright, Twelve Days, Twelve Dates, Twelve Chances.

Underneath, in tiny writing that shimmered faintly like starlight:

Don’t be late for your future.

Holly blinked, then picked up the box, giving it a gentle shake. No ticking. Good start. No obvious signs of blood, glitter, or men named Tom emerging from it. Even better.

She brought it inside and set it on the kitchen counter. Inside the box was an old-fashioned Advent calendar, but instead of numbers one to twenty-four, it had twelve golden doors, each marked with a date, starting with today.

“Meg,” Holly muttered, reaching for her phone. “You chaotic elf.”

She called her best friend, who answered far too cheerily for a Wednesday morning.

“Holly Bright! Has Santa finally proposed?”

“Ha. Very funny. Did you put an Advent calendar outside my door?”

Pause. “What kind of advent calendar?”

“The magical, possibly cursed kind.”

Meg gasped. “Oh my word, you’ve got one too!”

Holly froze. “Excuse me?”

“Mine turned up yesterday. Except mine’s more career-themed. It gave me a sticky note that said ‘Don’t ignore the sign above the coffee shop.’ I assumed it meant caffeine was my destiny.”

Holly frowned. “So, not a shared prank then?”

“Nope. You’re on your own, darling. But if it’s haunted, film it. TikTok loves that.”

With a resigned sigh, Holly hung up and turned her attention back to the calendar.

The first golden door had today’s date, December 14th. She hesitated only a moment before peeling it open.

Inside was a tiny card that read:

Date One: Find the man in the green scarf before the snow melts. He knows where the story starts.

“What story?” she asked the universe. It did not reply. The toaster did, however, choose that moment to pop violently, flinging out two charred crumpets like a dramatic punctuation mark.

Within the hour, Holly was bundled in a coat and boots, clutching a takeaway hot chocolate and scanning the bustling high street for anyone wearing green.

Snowflakes swirled gently as the town centre glowed with fairy lights and Christmas music that was either charming or torturous, depending on caffeine levels.

Then she saw him.
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