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PREFACE

OR, DONNING SOME
GAY APPAREL

 

 

This book you’re holding—be it physically or as ones and zeros via your device of choice—came about out of an accidental Christmas holiday tradition. If you’ve read any of my other holiday stories, especially “Handmade Holidays,” it won’t surprise you to learn I’ve long approached Christmas with a mix of trepidation, frustration, exhaustion, and the grim resolve to make it into something good.

That resolve was tested the first year I had a Christmas tree. I’d bought the floor model from the Christmas store in the mall where I’d worked Christmas Eve at the bookstore. I’d taken the tree home, set it up, and then realized I’d made a particularly foolish mistake.

I had no ornaments.

By coincidence, a friend gave me a cross-stitched ornament that year inside the Christmas card she sent, and I hung it on the tree alongside a bunch of candy canes, and while the following year I did buy some plain ornaments, I also received another ornament as a gift from a different friend. I added ornaments to my tree as memories of the year, and ornament by ornament—some years more than one—my tree turned into a reminder of how far I’d come.

Instead of that first year, where it was a rather stark reminder I was flying pretty much solo and had very little to work with, decorating the tree these days has become my favourite part of the holiday season, because as my husband and I pull out ornament after ornament, we relive our vacations, laugh about funny moments, sniffle over people (or pets) no longer with us, and thereafter spend a great deal of our holiday season looking at our tree and seeing the wonderful life we’ve made for ourselves.

And then, inevitably, someone turns on Christmas music or a holiday classic movie, and I die a little inside.

Okay, that’s overstating. A bit.

In my defence, having worked retail for decades and being forced to listen to “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer” and all the other holiday songs from mid-November onward, I think it’s quite fair that I loathe the return of the rotation of holiday noise. Someone give that chipmunk his goddamned hula-hoop and put me out of my misery, would you?

More than that, though, it’s all so damned heteronormative. The holiday ads, the holiday songs, the holiday movies. If we queer people do exist, we’re the sassy elf-like friend who cheers on the clueless heroine about to bump into a lumberjack in some small town and fall madly in love with him and give up an amazing career she worked her ass off to achieve, all so she can help him save his family Christmas tree farm.

(Okay, I admit it. I watch these movies like I mainline candy canes, but I wish we had the same volume of sugar-coated holiday movies for queer people. I’m so glad they’re starting to exist, but more please. They’re not immortal Scotsmen. There can be more than one.)

The music, though? The classic stories? Oof. Take the way Rudolph is so freaking ill-treated by everyone else right up until he becomes useful. It just makes me cranky, and I was having a conversation with some queer friends about exactly that ten years ago when inspiration struck. Over the space of a few evenings, I wrote “Dolph.” A queer take on a holiday tale.

Mostly as an amusement, I put it up on my blog. To my surprise, quite a few people really liked it.

A year later, as my social media reminded me I’d written “Dolph” the year before, I got it into my head to do it again, and that year “Frost” happened. Then “Reflection” the year after that. And so on. I got asked quite a bit if I’d considered releasing “Dolph”—some people printed the story out and told me they re-read it every year, even—and then “Frost” got picked up for a year’s best anthology, which was pretty awesome. Continue this accidental tradition year after year, each year a new story on my blog, including one bonus story from about five years ago, when I was asked to take part in a publisher event, and, well, here we are. Ten years later, eleven stories, with “Folly” brand new for this collection.

It’s been a tradition of mine for a decade now to don this particularly kind of gay apparel on holiday cheer which hasn’t often included queerness, and I’m happy to be able to finally share it this way. I hope you enjoy it. Also, I must take a moment to acknowledge two pieces of public domain holiday cheer: “The Christmas Hirelings” by Mary Elizabeth Braddon and “The Romance of a Christmas Card” by Kate Douglas Smith Wiggin. Excerpts of the former are used in “The Doors of Penlyon” and excerpts of the latter—and the poems inside the titular cards in question—are used in “Not the Marrying Kind.” Those are both lovely stories and I suggest you check them out, but given their time and place, they weren’t exactly donning any gay apparel of their own.

Oh, and one final thing. One of the stories in this collection, “Most of ’81,” takes place in 1981, in Toronto. For those outside of Canada, it’s important to note that year a massive police raid on bathhouses called “Operation Soap” happened, kicking off major protests and leading to what’s often called “Toronto’s Stonewall” and then the end of the year levelled a particularly rough kick at the throats of queer people when the Ontario Legislature voted against including sexuality in the human rights code. And, of course, the end of 1981 was also when news of the “Gay Cancer” in New York was starting to be heard elsewhere. This is why the hero of that particular Christmas is retreating into a solo holiday as the story opens.

Merry Christmas. Or Bah Humbug.

I’m partial to either.

 

’NATHAN BURGOINE,

NOVEMBER 2024
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Nicci Robinson, 
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and Jerry L. Wheeler, 
all of whom—probably without 
even knowing it—
said things that made me 
keep going when I 
faltered on this one.
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DOLPH

 

 

He was named Rudolph when he was born, but like so many born different, he eventually shed the name he was given. And if it hadn’t been for a foggy night and a hard decision, the rest of us freaks would still probably be tucked out of sight, waiting to be useful in some way, and in the meanwhile, to hell with us…

But wait, I’m telling it out of order.

It doesn’t actually start with Dolph. It doesn’t start with Klaus, either, though it involves him.

If it’s not about Dolph and it’s not about Klaus, then where does the story really start, you wonder. Well, it starts with a woman. A woman both powerful and visionary, which is probably not the way you’ve heard it told before. Most of the time, in most of the stories, she doesn’t even get a name when she appears, but I promise you, she has one. And I promise you, she’s the one who matters the most in this story, even if we usually only hear about the others.

Every one knows about Klaus and his gift, though we’ll get to the truth of that in a second, but not very many know about her. It’s important to know where she came from, though. See, this woman, she was the one and only daughter of Father Time.

And, like most of the people in this story, she was gifted.

So when people talk about Klaus and his wife—and that’s always her role, isn’t it?—they never seem to mention how she’s one of a kind. And she truly was, for damned sure. And it’s her gift of holding time at bay that makes everything possible. She saved Klaus’s life, and she helped him find a purpose when he was ready to walk out into the snows and take a nap.

The thing about the big guy that no one really gets is he’s up there in the frozen nowhere because it’s where a guy like him needed to be to stay sane. To my mind, that’s just more proof of how special she is. I don’t think I could run away from the world to be with someone that broken for a lifetime, let alone a forever.

Yeah, you heard me. The big guy? He was broken. Understand, Klaus is a man with a curse. He takes one look at people, and he knows. He knows the colour of a human soul. That takes a toll on a man, and so… snow. There’s no dark stain anywhere to be had on the endless snow. He’d always been a builder—keeping his hands busy helped keep his eyes from knowing too much about the people around him—and together they built a home.

And then he started making toys.

You ask me? I think the toys were her idea. The big guy, he has great hands for that kind of thing, and with her gifts, all the time in the world. Together, they made for a happier couple than most I know. But I also know he was done with children. He’d seen too many of them start out so good and end up not. She, on the other hand, loved children. She can’t have any, of course—no baby will grow in a body that lives outside of time—so I always figured she does the next best thing she can: she tries to do good by all the kids of the world.

Now, if you’re noticing most of the magic is in her, and only a little to do with him, and thinking that ain’t much like the story you’ve always been told, well, welcome to a world where some stories get retold more than others, and some truths aren’t found to be worth retelling.

Holding on to moments is one thing, but using them proper is another. In her endless time in an endless home, Klaus surpassed apprentices and tradesmen both, and soon he was an expert craftsman of nearly every kind. And though he’d been an older man when they’d met, he grew no older, and in between her ongoing forevers, the light in his eyes came back.

They were happy. And when he was happy, she asked that they might take all those beautiful crafts he’d made and give them to the world. To children. And because he was happy again, and it had been so long since he’d seen a bad soul, he agreed.

Given enough time, any living creature can learn. And it was not too much for her to spread her reach a little wider and snare a dozen reindeer. Klaus never worried about animals—his gift only ever worked with people—and the longer those reindeer existed out of time, the more they learned. Eventually, they were as smart as you or me. Inside her reach, they kept their antlers, they earned names for themselves, and, in time, they even learned simple words they could send to Klaus’s mind or hers or each other.

They could see the other reindeer outside her reach, and sometimes they even wanted to go back, to grow older, and to pass on from this world. And though it made her sad, she let them go. As the daughter of Father Time, she was well aware that for all things that breathe there will come a time of breathlessness, though she herself might hold it off for as long as forever for some.

Klaus made bells and harnesses and a beautiful sleigh, and she wrapped timelessness in the ringing of the bells, so powerful that the air itself would hold still around their sound, and the reindeer could walk right up into the sky, their hoofs on the edge of air as solid as stone. And so it was she and Klaus would visit the world, all between an infant’s blink, and leave behind wonderful treasures inside all those homes, for all the children. When the world was asleep, and time didn’t pass, Klaus didn’t have to look at any man, woman, or child if he didn’t desire to.

He only looked at the children, and only the good.

That’s how it was for a forever for them, centuries for the rest of the world. Sure, the reindeer would sometimes ask to be released, and though she mourned, she always allowed them to go and live out the rest of their lives with others of their kind, though they might not have the speech or understanding of Klaus’s former team.

And that’s how Rudolph came. Always a little different, a little more courageous at some things, but shy about others. Klaus watched him grow, and he swore he caught something of a light from him. Not like seeing a soul—Klaus had never been able to read the souls of animals, only his fellow humankind—but something else. Something palpable. Something visible to all.

The light was soft at first, but it became brighter as Rudolph grew to adulthood. From the window of his home inside timelessness, Klaus watched Rudolph’s light grow stronger. It seemed to happen in a blink, not long enough for Klaus to know how difficult a time Rudolph had. But when he saw the creature use his light to scare a wolf pack away from a stray youth, Klaus decided. Even though he had the dozen reindeer he’d always maintained, he brought the lightbringer into their fold.

If neither Klaus nor his wife saw how these proud and ageless reindeer also treated Rudolph, it is perhaps not their fault. For the reindeer speech was mind-to-mind, and what the others said to Rudolph they would never dare to say to Klaus, nor especially to the woman who had made them what were.

Rudolph, in the way of the different, believed their claims that he could be cast out at any time for his differences, and thus never spoke of his fears.

The other reindeer tormented him. Lied to him of how others like Rudolph had come and gone through the forevers, and how every time, Klaus took pity on the different one and tried to teach it not to be different but eventually gave up in disgust, banishing them back to the world where they would lose their speech and their thought—and, of course, their light.

In response to this harshness, Rudolph tried to learn the limits of his light in order to have better control over it, and to learn how, someday, to leave that light behind. But the light had other ideas. It started to show him things and cast shadows from elsewhere. Rudolph saw how others—especially others like him—were treated. Kittens born without tails, or puppies missing an ear or an eye; little human girls who cared nothing for dresses or frills or babies; even wolves, who Rudolph struggled to like, chasing off their own when their own were all black or all white; or little human boys who knew from the start they they were different and that different meant wrong.

Mostly, though, Rudolph saw people. People pushed others to the side so often. Children who were not what their parents desired were as tormented as he was, and they didn’t have his Klaus or the woman who made time stand still. Some of those people ran. Some were silenced. All were alone.

Rudolph watched, and Rudolph learned.

Then came the fog.

To Klaus, the fog seemed born of the castoffs of dark souls: a mist made of all the hurt and bad people had been doing to each other. To the daughter of Father Time, it seemed the stain of too many horrible yesterdays, memories of bad times trying to force a way into their home. To the reindeer, it cast a blur over the eyes, and a wail in the mind, drowning their kindnesses to each other, and making them all the crueler to Rudolph. But it was opaque to all of them. The lady rang one of the bells, and though the fog froze, there was no seeing through it. It gathered around their home, and she looked at all the gifts that her husband had made, and for the first time in her piece of forever, she grieved.

Her sadness brought a bravery to Rudolph, who had an instinct this stain was not immune to everything. And so, despite the merciless threats of the others year after year, Rudolph brought forth his light, as bright as he could make it, and as he’d somehow known, they could see into and through the fog.

Klaus asked Rudolph, mind-to-mind, if he would lead the rest of the team with his light to pierce the fog and guide the way, walking on air held apart from time.

And oh, the things those other reindeer said to Rudolph to frighten him, but Rudolph agreed. There was steel to the lightbringer’s thoughts. And the lady? She was happy, then, knowing the gifts would find homes, and she thanked him.

Rudolph did not meet her gaze.

Klaus made him a harness and bells. She brought time to heel and bound it in the ringing. Rudolph tried on the harness, shook the bells, and learned to walk into the sky, casting his light before him to lead his way to, and from, their home in the snow and ice surrounded by the fog.

But the night they were to go, when she pulled on the thread of the year to draw a whole world into one moment of a single night, Rudolph was gone. His bells, his harness, and—the biggest betrayal of all—many of the gifts had all vanished with him. In the passing of a breath or two, Rudolph had acted and returned, showing no sign of shame. In fact, Rudolph’s head remained high right until he saw her, and only then did he kneel before her in apology, though he still didn’t speak of what he’d done or why.

He did not reply when Klaus demanded to know where the gifts were. The others tried to incite him the only way they knew how, but Rudolph was stronger than their games. Only when the lady asked him kindly and patiently what he had done, did Rudolph find himself unable to hold his quiet.

Rudolph had visited only those his light had shown him, the cast-offs, the broken, the unwanted, and the unloved. Those who woke each morning knowing they were wrong, and prayed each night they would not wake up so the next day. Those who fit in the roles of others, or who missed fitting at all. Those who hurt. Those who cried. Those who had forgotten how to do either.

She listened to him and asked him why. She was a woman aware of infinities, and knew the power of a ‘why.’

Rudolph admitted he could not break his light, and knew it was only a matter of time before, as the other reindeer had explained to him, she and Klaus would send him away for being so different. And he had wanted, just once, to make a difference for others like himself, so he left each of them a little of his light.

He would not do more. He would not help them deliver the rest of the gifts to those he knew had allowed so many to be left aside. He would not help the other reindeer. And he would not apologize for what he had done.

Rudolph waited to be punished, knowing it must come.

But it didn’t. Both Klaus and his wife agreed on that much, though Klaus wanted to send the other reindeer away. The lady, though, prevailed upon him to wait until they showed no ability to change, or at least until there were others capable of taking their place.

But the night would have to stand as Rudolph had left it. The thread of time, pulled so taut, would have to be released, and even she did not know what it might mean. And with the fog and Rudolph refusing to lead the others, she had no reason to hold on any longer. She let go, and the night resumed until morning came.

Those who woke to Rudolph’s presents were the ones most affected. It didn’t matter the gift itself, the presence—and the light Rudolph had left—was the thing. To be singled out, and celebrated, and rewarded, and seen, and heard… And to see others, others like themselves with the same gifts, was to many the first time ever knowing they were not alone. The light Rudolph had given them drew them to each other. They gathered, and they spoke, and they found in each other something they had never had before: a family.

But the world around them saw no joy in this, only anger.

That the broken and strange and weak and different were rewarded when the strong and the normal and the common and the celebrated were not? An outrage. And a particularly dark confusion. None could deny how the gifts had been bestowed, and yet the world refused to see the reasons why these people held a light of their own. More, that same light revealed some who the world had always believed belonged among their own. Such revelations tore more than one apart.

In the fog, the lady and Klaus and the other reindeer could not see these things happening, but Rudolph could, and the pain of it—of his own making, his own actions—left him so broken, he went to Klaus and the lady and begged for their aid.

He called his light and showed the lady and Klaus and the reindeer all the shadows of the people he had helped, and those who he had angered. There were joys, yes, but the hatreds were there, too. Klaus looked away first. He knew where these things were likely to go, having seen dark souls enough during his life where time passed.

As what Rudolph’s shadows revealed grew worse, the lady couldn’t help herself. She reached out and snared another thread, calling it all to stop before another fist could fall.

Holding forever in her hand, she asked for help. The reindeer, knowing now they’d had no small part in making this happen, agreed. Klaus, wanting to make her smile again more than anything, agreed. And Rudolph, poor Rudolph, seeing that the other reindeer were terrified of what might come of them and knowing those he’d helped had only been singled out for violence, agreed.

She was not her father. Holding time still, standing between moments, making a second count more than years, those were her gifts. And so, when she wound the thread backwards, she knew it was done imperfectly. Some things would have to be allowed to remain, lest the whole thing unravel, but she chose them carefully.

Rudolph led Klaus’s sleigh of gifts out into the fog, bolstered by the knowledge that his difference was welcomed by the lady and Klaus, and that he need not fear what the other reindeer had told him. They broke the fog away into nothingness as they rode the time-hardened air, circling a world in which the same night replayed again, differently, but also the same.

The second morning of that same night, some woke knowing the day had happened before. The ones Rudolph had visited opened their gifts knowing what would be inside, and knowing that the real present had nothing to do with what was in their hands, but in a kind of light they could see in others. They left the places they slept, whether they were homes or shelters or the streets, and they saw that light reflected inside other people they had already met on another version of this same day. They knew each other again, for the first time.

And this time, the presents given to all, each home visited, and everything delivered as it might originally have been, the world around them didn’t notice.

At least, not at first.

The broken, and the strange, and the weak, and the different, and those who fit the wrong role, or missed fitting at all had found each other, and in each other a strength. They brought their own light, and found they were not alone.

The world around them would notice, of course. And now and then, they’d even have a moment that almost felt like a memory: an almost-dream they’d seen these people before, and had faced them in numbers, and had done them wrong. The memory would be uncomfortable and unreal enough to ignore, and easily forgotten. But it would return. It did return. Often enough, sometimes, to make them think a little differently.

Though sometimes not.

Now, Klaus and his wife and his animals all live outside of time. Dolph—he calls himself Dolph now—shows Klaus and his wife shadows of those who might need an extra special gift, and Klaus and his wife are more careful now about a lot of things. But she and Klaus and Dolph, they’ll remember both nights forever.

The rest of the world? Well, they’re still growing old. Fewer and fewer of us are still here from the night that never was, the night that happened twice, the night a light guided us through a darkness to each other, and the story—like all stories—is fading in the retelling. We try to find those born like us in the new generations, but sometimes we miss some, and with so many of us having our own memories of that night, the details change.

After all, ask three people for the truth and you’ll get three stories.

Sure, it makes for a happier tale when everything rhymes and the only villain is a bit of bad weather, but I see these other folk like me getting shoved aside. I even see those of us who are different stepping down hard on those who are more different than us. I see fewer folk happy to welcome them in. Fewer folk happy to see any difference for what it is: a gift.

As for me? Well. I still see the light in my people. I keep telling this story. But I look around, and I see the way the world is treating the different, and I can’t help but think another fog is rolling in.

I just hope Dolph is willing to shine his light again.
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FROST

 

 

It wasn’t a magic hat, and it certainly wasn’t about laughing and playing—though there is dancing—but if you’ll let me, I promise there’s a story worth telling.

It’s not just about the snowman, either. Or the magician—who, by the way, was a woman, not a man, but that should surprise none who’ve watched history shift as it is passed along.

Mostly? It’s about a man who most considered a boy.

He was a man, though, and that’s important to know. They called him Little Jay. He was scrawny instead of strong, short instead of tall, and took so much after his mother that his father would routinely tell others at the pub his wife must have made Little Jay all on her own.

Certainly, Little Jay was of no use to his father, who was a woodcutter and a carver and who had five other strong sons who learned his craft and worked with him every day. Together, the six Carver men filled the fireplaces of all through winter. They were a cornerstone of the village.

Little Jay was more like a crack in the cobblestone path.

So, Little Jay helped his mother in the house. They had no daughters, so Little Jay learned the skills his mother taught. He could mend and sew and cook, and the straw brooms and baskets he made were as good or better than her own. He had a knack for building patterns from scraps since he was always inheriting them, taking broken things and mending them. After all, when one of his brothers or his father would rip or tear their clothing beyond a simple repair, his frame was small enough that undoing the stitches meant he could fashion a new shirt or trousers from the pieces, carefully avoiding the ruined bits.

He often found enough torn leftovers to make small colorful patchwork hats, gloves and scarves, or small dolls for the children of their village. He also mended for the villagers, and his repairs were often pretty. His mother called this his magic, but Little Jay knew making a pleasing pattern out of castoffs wasn’t magic.

It was practical, perhaps. Useful, even. And certainly a way to pass time in the winter.

But magic? No.

Magic was rare and wonderful and often done by those the village didn’t mind inviting when times were dire or needs were great, but otherwise preferred to leave unseen. Such was the case of the traveling wizardess who came through with the first snows each winter.

The families of the village fed her, housed her, and asked her to bless the fields. She always smiled, never telling them magic was not a blessing, and she worked the spells in exchange for their hospitality. Even Little Jay’s father and mother would have her spend a night. Little Jay would sleep in a nest of blankets by the fire, and after a meal of a nutty bread and thick stew, the wizardess would walk through the woods, touching the small saplings the family planted, tying small silk ribbons to ensure they grew tall and strong. Then, she would sleep in Little Jay’s bed until morning.

She stayed only a night with each family. And she was ever careful not to cross paths with the parson, who made it no secret she was not welcome.

She saw the way even those who hosted her frowned at a woman who wore silk trousers and seemed to feel nothing of the cold, though she expected they cared more about the trousers than the enchantment she had woven into her silks. She knew full well that when she had done the things they asked of her, it would be wise to go, and quickly.

On the last night before she left the village, the wizardess would perform for the children, making things appear and disappear, and doing other minor magics that were as much trickery as they were spells. Little Jay waited for this night every year, and though often his brothers would mock him for attending, many of the other parents liked that Little Jay was present at these shows, watching over the other children who attended.

None wanted to offend the wizardess, after all, but if a respected adult joined the audience, it would seem too much like approval in the eyes of the parson.

As her final trick that winter, the wizardess threw her black silk shawl into the air and meowed like a cat while it floated down in front of her. The silk was shredded, midair, though none saw anything touch it, and the children applauded as the segments landed on the straw-covered floor of the barn.

When the wizardess picked up the pieces, pushing them into her closed fist and then pulling the scraps back out as one long braided scarf, the applause was all the louder.

This, she explained, was the most important rule of magic there was. Anything broken might never be what it was, but in the right hands and with enough heart, it could always become something else.

And as she wove the scarf around her neck, gathering her things about her and getting ready to leave, Little Jay noticed the small scrap of black silk still left in the straw.

He tried to stop her, holding the piece in his hand, but the wizardess merely winked, and was gone. Wizardesses are often present to begin a tale, and far less often to see the end of one.

But that scrap of silk?

Little Jay worked it into a silk cap he’d made of scraps.

Change had come to the village.

His mother praised the pattern Little Jay worked into the scraps. His father criticized the dye on Little Jay’s hands and the uselessness of a silk cap in winter. His eldest brother joked that only a snowman would wear a hat so useless.

After dinner, when his father took the rest of his brothers to the pub, and after he and his mother had finished the dishes and placed the hot stones in their beds, Little Jay went to his small room filled by the large bed he’d never grow into, pulled the quilts over himself, and found himself awake.

He heard the other men come home and take themselves to their beds. He heard their laughter, and their cheerful wishes for good dreams, and he heard their snores that followed.

After, as quietly as a small man who has learned to avoid notice could be—which is very quiet indeed—Little Jay dressed, wrapped himself in a scarf he’d made from scraps, shrugged into his patched jacket, carefully slid his feet into boots after layering two thick socks on first, and found his best, warmest gloves.

Little Jay went outside into the snow.

He loved the snow and the patterns it made. Drifts were like waves, and the ice on the pond sometimes looked like large snowflakes. He would catch flakes on the end of his scarf, so he could peer at them, holding his breath, and see the star-like patterns—tiny, beautiful things—before they melted away. Tonight, the sky was full of snow, and the dim lights from the village below and the single winter lantern his mother kept lit overnight, were barely enough to chase off the darkness.

But Little Jay had no fear of the dark and
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