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To Erica.

A Day Before Thanksgiving

I look at the long line of people waiting for their interviews and wonder if I’m making the right choice. The fluorescent lights in the mall’s staff corridor hum above us, and the scent of fried pretzels from the food court drifts down the hall. Everyone looks nervous, clutching their applications like golden tickets.

Me? I just look desperate.

I need a job, fast. If I don’t find one soon, my dad is going to follow through on his latest threat: “Contribute or move out.” My sister’s influence weighs heavily on him, and she’s been only too happy to plant those words in his head. Over the past few weeks she’s taken to calling me a “leech” and a “freeloader.” Not in a teasing way. No—full volume, sharp-eyed, in-front-of-the-neighbors way.

I glance down at my application and sigh.


Name: Callie Ericsson​



Somewhere along my family tree, someone apparently came over from Sweden. The result was a line of relatives with straight blond hair, sharp cheekbones, and icy blue eyes. Unfortunately, those genes skipped me entirely. I got frizzy dark brown hair that refuses to be tamed, a rounder face than I’d like, and brown eyes so nearsighted I can barely spot the stop sign without my glasses.


Age: 26​


Most people assume I’m nineteen. While that might help score student discounts when buying concert tickets, it doesn’t do much when I’m trying to be taken seriously. My sister still insists I behave like I’m twelve, which, according to her, is why I can’t hold a job or a relationship.


Education: … plenty​


I started college as an accounting major because my dad said it was “practical.” Within months, I realized staring at numbers all day felt like drowning in oatmeal, so I switched to art history. A year later I changed to marketing, but then fell in love with literature. Each time I thought I’d found my calling, only to lose steam. I never graduated, but surely four different majors count as “well-rounded”.


Work Experience: … some​


Let’s see. I was a barista for exactly one week. Who knew there were so many ways to ruin a cappuccino? Then I worked as a mobile phone saleswoman at a strip mall, but my boss was so shady I swear he kept burner phones in his trunk. I lasted a month. I tried being a candy seller at the cinema, which ended in disaster when I ate half my inventory and had to use my paycheck to cover the loss. My greatest success has been babysitting, where my crafting skills made me a hit. You’d be amazed what kind of peace pipe cleaner finger puppets can bring to a chaotic household.


Address: … my parents’ home​
 


My mom likes to diagnose me with “failure to launch,” as though I’m a rocket that fizzled on the launchpad. The truth is, I’ve just had a streak of bad luck. Jobs, boyfriends, hobbies—everything slips through my fingers no matter how hard I hold on.


Dress Size: 12​
 


I’m a 16. They don’t need to know that. I’m curvy, but the curves seem to have parked themselves in all the wrong neighborhoods. With Thanksgiving tomorrow, I’m already bracing myself for the inevitable family comments, the mashed potatoes I won’t say no to, and the guilt spiral that follows. Fun fact: I wore size 12 at age twelve. My sister still loves to remind me.

“Next!”

I blink up from my application. The line has shuffled forward, and suddenly I’m next. My heart kicks against my ribs. Grabbing my purse, I hurry into a small office overflowing with file boxes and leaning towers of paperwork. Behind the desk sits a woman in her fifties with a bob haircut and the expression of someone who’s been at this job since the dawn of shopping malls.

I slide my application across. She scans it, lets out a long sigh that feels like a verdict, and scribbles something on her notepad.

“Gift-wrapping counter,” she mutters.

“Excuse me?”

“You’ll be working the gift-wrapping counter,” she repeats, louder this time.

“Oh—I actually applied for the perfume and makeup counter,” I say, trying to sound confident.

She looks up, her eyes sweeping over my bare face and frizzing hair. “Have you looked in a mirror lately?”

Heat floods my cheeks.

“To work in cosmetics, you need to look the part. You aren’t even wearing makeup.”

“I prefer the natural look,” I manage.

“Shoppers don’t,” she says flatly. “Gift-wrapping is your option, based on this résumé. I’ve got fifty more people waiting. Do you want the job or not?”

My dad’s words echo in my ears. Contribute or move out. I nod quickly.

“Great. You start Friday morning, five-thirty sharp. Take this slip to the basement for your uniform.”

I blink. “Friday? That’s Black Friday! I’ll have to leave my house at midnight just to find parking here.”

She shrugs. “Join the club. Off you go, and happy holidays.”

Dismissed.

I take the slip and head for the basement. The air smells of cardboard and detergent, and the buzzing fluorescent lights are somehow harsher down here. At the uniform counter, a bored, gangly man takes my paper and reads aloud: “Green female elf dress, size twelve.” He smirks. “That should fit just fine.”

Mortification slams into me. “Actually, they run small. Could I get a sixteen?”

He shakes his head, holding up the slip. “Orders are orders. Tina doesn’t let us swap.”

I clutch the costume, horrified. It’s sparkly, it’s clingy, and it looks more appropriate for a holiday-themed bachelorette party than a mall gift counter. Maybe if I squeeze into my old figure-shaping underwear, I can at least breathe while handling presents.

Shell-shocked, I climb back upstairs. The mall is already twinkling with tinsel and oversized ornaments, the loudspeakers piping in cheerful carols even though it isn’t Thanksgiving yet. Families drift past carrying bags, toddlers clutching balloons, and teens snapping selfies by the fake snow machine. I’m about to become part of this chaos.

A shitty day calls for comfort food. I detour to the coffee shop, ordering a caramel latte with extra whipped cream and a cinnamon roll the size of my head. As I sink into a corner booth, the sugar and caffeine dull the sting of humiliation. Maybe this is my turning point. A steady paycheck, even in an elf dress, is better than constant lectures at home.

On impulse, I wander through a few stores afterward. I can’t afford much, but window-shopping is free therapy. Glittering sweaters, sequined skirts, Christmas pajamas—all the reminders that the season of joy is also the season of overspending. I buy a pair of cozy socks on sale and something to tame my hair, telling myself they’re a symbol of my new working life.

By the time I drive home, the sky has gone dark and the neighborhood glows with early holiday lights. I half-expect to see my parents waiting, eager to hear about the job. Instead, the house is dark and silent. They’re probably at church bingo night.

The sight of grocery bags stacked across the kitchen counters stops me short. There must be twenty of them, overflowing with cans, spices, and stuffing mixes. Are we feeding the entire neighborhood tomorrow? I can’t even reach the stove to cook.

I fix myself a ham sandwich with deli meat, pour a generous glass of red wine, and retreat to the living room. My cat, Pudding, hops onto the couch, curling beside me like the one creature in this house who doesn’t judge. Together we watch a marathon of Thanksgiving comedies, and I let the wine blur my anxiety.

Tomorrow, my family will gather for turkey and passive-aggressive comments. Friday, I’ll pull on an undersized elf costume and face an avalanche of harried shoppers. Tonight, though, I toast myself with the last of the wine.

“Happy new job, Callie,” I whisper.

Maybe, just maybe, this is where things start turning around.


Thanksgiving Morning


I wake up to a clatter from downstairs that sounds like pots and pans waging war. My alarm clock blinks 6:07 a.m. Who in their right mind wakes up this early on Thanksgiving?              
Oh, right. My mom.


Dragging myself out of bed, I pull on the first pair of leggings and an oversized T-shirt I can find. My hair, unfortunately, looks like it has been electrocuted in my sleep. I try to tame it with a brush, but the more I drag through it, the bigger and puffier it becomes, until I resemble a startled poodle.


That’s when I remember the miracle cream I splurged on at the beauty counter yesterday. The saleswoman swore it would bring out my hidden highlights and give me radiant dimension. For what it cost, it better also brew me a latte, fold my laundry, and file my taxes.


I squint at the directions printed in font so tiny it should come with a magnifying glass. Apparently, you rub a little onto your palms and work it through your hair. Easy enough. I take off my glasses so I don’t smear product all over them, squeeze out a dollop, and smooth it into my hair. Nothing. No shine, no fabulous reddish highlights like the woman at the counter had. Maybe I need more.

I squeeze again. A blob lands in my palm and I barely keep it from slipping into the sink. I slather it onto the front sections of my hair, focusing on the bits that frame my face. Still nothing. My reflection looks the same: poodle with sticky bedhead.


While waiting for the magic to kick in, I prop my laptop on the bathroom counter and start browsing online for Christmas outfits. Since I’ll be working at the mall all season, I should probably at least pretend to know what’s fashionable. Sequined skirts everywhere. Plaid dresses. Sweaters with bows so big they could double as life rafts. My budget is somewhere between “clearance bin” and “borrow from Mom’s closet,” but a girl can dream.


My phone alarm goes off, reminding me to shower before the Thanksgiving chaos begins. I dash into the bathroom, only to discover the shampoo bottle is bone-dry. Great. My choices are Dad’s dandruff shampoo—minty eucalyptus strong enough to make my eyes water—or Mom’s oil treatment that practically drips grease.

I pick eucalyptus. Big mistake.

The steam of the shower intensifies the smell until I feel like I’m trapped in a koala sanctuary. When I finally step out and wipe the fog off the mirror, I scream.

The front of my hair has stripes. Actual stripes. Light brown streaks stand out like tiger claws slashed across my otherwise dark hair.

“Oh no, no, no,” I groan, pacing in circles in nothing but my underwear and towel-turban. Maybe if I blow-dry it, the stripes will vanish. Spoiler: they do not vanish. They gleam proudly, announcing my failure to the world.

There’s only one solution. A hat.

I yank the nearest knit beanie over my head, tucking every rogue strand inside. I’ll hit the pharmacy later for emergency dye. Maybe something simple, like “Chestnut Crisis” or “Caffeine Regret.”

When I head downstairs, the kitchen smells like nutmeg, cinnamon, and coffee. At the table sits my younger brother Daniel, spooning cereal into his mouth with one hand while flipping through a thick medical textbook with the other.

“Dan!” I cry, thrilled to see him. He must have crept in from college late last night.

“Callie!” He leaps up and hugs me. Then he wrinkles his nose. “What’s that smell?”

I wince. “It’s Dad’s shampoo. Long story.”

Daniel tilts his head, studying me. “Wait. Did you… dye your hair?”

A single striped strand escapes from under my beanie like a traitor. His eyes widen.

“I’m a tiger now,” I mutter, pulling the beanie off in defeat.

He bursts out laughing. “Oh, Callie.” Then his expression softens. “Seriously, though—you don’t need to mess with your hair. You’re beautiful the way you are.”

I blink at him. “Wow. Have I sunk so low that the only compliments I get are from my baby brother?”

“You want me to be gross instead? Fine. You stink, and your hair looks awful.”

I swat at him with a dish towel. “Rude. But fair.”

He grins. “I’m serious, though. One day you’ll meet a guy who loves you exactly as you are. No potions required.”

“Fantastic. When you meet him, send him my way. Because so far, I see zero applicants.”

Daniel just shakes his head and goes back to his cereal, flipping pages in his textbook like my love life is a lost cause. Which, to be fair, it might be.

The kitchen looks like a cooking show exploded—flour dusts the counter, pie crusts are half-rolled, and the oven timer dings every two minutes. Mom’s in full holiday mode. She breezes in, wearing an apron covered in turkeys and candy canes—a Thanksgiving-Christmas hybrid only she could pull off. She’s got flour on her cheek and the determined gleam of a woman about to conquer an army with sweet potatoes.

“Callie, sweetheart, thank goodness you’re up. I need your help. I’m about to put the turkeys in the bottom oven, and there’s still so much to prep.”

I freeze. “Turkeys? As in plural?”

She waves me toward a mountain of potatoes. “Start peeling.”

I grab a peeler, suspicious. “Who exactly are we feeding this year?”

“Well, your sister and her family, of course.”

“That’s seven people total.”

“And her in-laws. Both parents and the brother.”

“Ten people. Still manageable with one turkey.”

She avoids my eyes. “We also invited the new neighbors from church. Lovely couple. Very nice son. About your age.”

I drop the peeler. “Mom. Tell me this isn’t one of your matchmaking schemes.”

“Of course not!” she says, the picture of innocence.

“Mom, you’ve tried this before. Twice. Remember when I was eighteen and you pushed me toward that altar boy at the church dance? The one who talked about communion wine like it was vintage champagne?”

She laughs. “He was adorable.”

“He was creepy. Then, a few years later, you gave the supermarket cashier my number on the back of a coupon. He was married, Mom. Married! He still called me, by the way. Freaking cheater.”

“That was ages ago.” She smiles slyly. “Maybe this time will be different. Two eligible bachelors under one roof. Who knows?”

“Mom!”

She ignores me, humming again as she dumps another bag of potatoes into the sink. “So wear something nice tonight.”


I groan. “See? You are trying to set me up.”


“Nonsense,” she says lightly, then sniffs the air. “But what is that lovely perfume you’re wearing?”

I freeze. Perfume? Oh no. It’s the eucalyptus stench.

Daniel chokes on his cereal, trying not to laugh.

Mom waves a wooden spoon at him. “Don’t encourage her. And Callie, do take that hat off at dinner. It’s rude indoors.”

I tug it lower over my ears. “If I take it off, people will lose their appetites.”


She gives me that look—half pity, half exasperation. “You always exaggerate. Honestly, Callie, confidence is half of beauty. Just smile and no one will notice whatever it is you are hiding.”


“You don’t think people will notice my head looks like an effing tiger fur?”

Daniel snorts milk through his nose.

Mom clucks her tongue. “Callie, language.”

“I didn’t swear.”


“You effing did.”


And that’s my mother in a nutshell—able to read my thoughts, misinterpret my actions, and invite random bachelors to dinner all before breakfast.

By nine, the kitchen has turned into a war zone of cranberry sauce and chaos. The oven groans under the weight of multiple birds. I’ve peeled enough potatoes to feed a small village, and my hands smell permanently like starch. Somewhere between setting the table and basting, I realize that this, right here, is why I wanted a job so badly. A job meant escape—an excuse to be too busy for matchmaking dinners and potato duty.

Still, I can’t help glancing at the clock. Less than twenty-four hours until my first day at the mall. The thought both thrills and terrifies me. I picture myself behind the counter, wrapped in green sparkles, surrounded by mountains of shiny packages. It’s ridiculous, humiliating—and maybe, just maybe, a fresh start.

The smell of roasting turkey fills the air. Mom hums louder, Daniel takes notes, and for a fleeting second, the house feels almost peaceful. Even Pudding the cat curls up under the radiator, purring like he’s auditioning for a kibble commercial.
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