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      To all of you. May your holiday season be full of laughter and good company.
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      Who doesn’t love a good holiday?

      Especially those holidays that fall right around the Winter Solstice. Whether it’s Christmas, Hanukkah, Kwanzaa, Festivus, Soyal, Ōmisoka, or the dozens of specialized family and community festivals scattered across the globe, that last couple of weeks of December has a little something for everybody.

      Being a guy who likes writing happy and/or heartwarming stories (my heart at least, your mileage may vary), I’ve written scads of holiday stories over the years. Being a guy raised where and how I was, that usually means Christmas of the Santa and Frosty variety. So most of the stories you’ll find in here are centered around that tradition.

      Not all, though. I grew up bouncing around the country and globe as an Air Force draftee, so I saw several different ways to celebrate the turning of Winter. As an adult living in the massive melting pot of Atlanta, I learned several more.

      After moving back to the ancestral mountains of my Appalachian forbearers, I started taking all those experiences, adding in people I’ve met and stories I’ve heard, giving them all a good, hard stirring, and writing down what my Brain Squirrels handed back to me.

      There are no unhappy endings in this collection of ten holiday-themed stories. There are a couple of poignant endings, ones that still put a little sand in my eye when I read them (and I wrote the dang things), and some that leave the characters in a more hopeful place than maybe they started in.

      Most, of course, are happy endings. It’s that time of year, after all.

      First on the list is “Ballerinas and Super Cats,” set on Boxing Day in a grand old mansion full of grand old tradition, and featuring a couple of four-legged crime stoppers who save the day. While the kitties are based on our own furry freeloaders, Clark and Kent are better at the whole helpful thing.

      Next, we head to Las Vegas for “The Healing Power of Atole,” where a lonely woman learns about Las Posadas and how much good company and good beverages can cure family relationships, and help create new ones.

      “If I’m Lyin’ I’m Dyin’” is an Appalachian tall tale told by an old-timer who absolutely believes what he’s saying. Walt’s here to tell you everything you thought you knew about Santa and how he delivers goodies is all wrong.

      Chuck’s world has shrunk down quite a bit in “The Twelve Steps of Christmas,” a story about small joys and small improvements for a man doing his best to clean up the wreckage he left behind. Honesty, hard work, and a willingness to accept what’s offered help make this Christmas the best he’s had in a long time.

      I write a lot about found family, those people you make an important part of your life by choice, not because of shared DNA. Atlanta is full of found families, and we meet one of them in “A Convenience Store Christmas,” where Santas wear aprons and sling a mean barbecue.

      “Long May it Ring” takes us back to the Appalachians, where The Santa Train runs every year, except one. The Santa Train is a very real thing, although I’ve set this story a fair bit before the tradition actually started. But I love a good folk story, and with fiction I get to set the rules however I want, so there.

      Staying in Appalachia, we meet Richard Tolliver in the here and now, though neither we nor Richard stay there. One of the old traditions here is Old Christmas, which people in the rest of the world know as Epiphany, January 6. One of the more obscure traditions around Old Christmas is called “Breaking Up Christmas,” which is something I’d love to see come back.

      Taking a break from the more emotional stories, we next travel back to the Las Vegas valley with “Elves and Ergonomics,” where an office-furniture designer gets the strangest order she never could have expected. Anyone who works for themselves know that you take the commissions where they come, and never say no.

      "A True Family Holiday” returns us to Atlanta and another found family, all helping each other through their various holidays with nothing but acceptance, joy, and the knowledge that none of us have to be alone.

      The last story, also set in Appalachia, turned out much more like a holiday romance movie than I expected when I first sat down to write. The setting of “Ginger Magic” is a small town fair by and for the native redheads, celebrating their love of all things ginger.

      So put on your warmest stockings, grab a mug of your favorite hot chocolate, eggnog, or coquito (spiked or not), and settle in the softest easy chair by the fire. Everyone in here would love to meet you and tell you their stories.

      And who knows? Maybe invite you to join their families.
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        For all those who love at will.
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      Who needs cops when you have The Amazing Super Cats?

      And if Cal didn’t hustle his butt on back to the Big House with this ridiculously heavy bag of kibble, his toes might freeze before his arms fell off, and the Super Cats would take their cruel, horrible revenge.

      They’d yowl and cry like the nigh-starveling refugees they were, squeezing their guts between his legs and falling to the floor in their fainting weakness.

      The evening rated a slow stroll instead of full bustle, though. Wentworth Avenue was dolled up just perfectly for the big Boxing Day celebration at Wentworth House.

      He walked through the historic district, past Wentworth Haberdashery, Wentworth Millinery, Wentworth Carriage Repair.

      This last was partly interpretational, partly a working carriage house used to repair the estate’s classic vehicles. Cal had spent every free minute he could drag away from directing operations at the big house hanging around the place. And the smithy down the alley where they worked metal black, white, and red.

      That reminded him. He needed to do a few more reps on the curling bar with his left arm. His right was getting a little too out of whack from the hammer.

      He slowed down by Wentworth Cakes and Ale. They’d locked up early, of course. Everyone would be at the Boxing Day shindig. But he could still catch a whiff of apple pie, peach tart, and candied walnuts sneaking out through the door jamb.

      Good thing he walked most of his shopping. The C&A had a siren’s song he couldn’t resist.

      The lovely antique (ish) wrought-iron (looking) streetlamps cast a soft, buttery glow from their triple globes. Through the ribbed and leaded glass (plexi), the clusters of colored LED bulbs stayed dutifully tuned to that warm, olden light.

      Later on in the week, they’d be set to a rotating rainbow of color, washing the street in that good ol’ holiday cheer for the rest of the Twelve Days.

      A light snow had fallen that morning, covering the little mountain town of Sabre Creek in five inches of gorgeous fluff. A nice warmish snow, too, so all the trees and hedges wore their coats of white like so many frosted mini-wheats.

      Or like camouflaged soldiers of the 10th Light Infantry, preparing to scale the Reisa Pass during Operation…

      Cal shook his head. No matter what else might change, he’d never stop being a nerd. Which was fine and dandy. He might be Calvin Isaiah Wentworth V, but these days the family patriarch preferred multi-faceted dice, a good comic, and an excellent treatise on military structures of the Gallic Wars to anything as mundane as running the family’s namesake textile mills.

      Not that any of the Wentworth Mills were in Wentworth hands anymore. Not since CW3 and his penchant for buying dodgy stocks and too much brandy in the years before the crash of ’29.

      Grandma Irene had to sell just about everything after CW3 lost his mills and gave a double-barrel to a piece of his mind, but she’d found enough help to let her stay in the old house until she passed away just after midnight on New Year’s Day, 2000. The old gal was an interesting piece of work, but she’d made it into her third century, and how many people got to say that?

      He paused across from the manor’s intricate black gates to let one of the jingling horse-drawn sleighs pull in. He crossed the street and took a moment to admire the original hand-hammered wrought-iron ivy and flowers that twined through stout bars, turning this many-hundred-pound barrier into a light and airy piece of fairy-tale beauty.

      Admiring the gates also gave the horses a bit more time to pull away. He’d been to the stables, even worked up the guts to give Clyde—a mammoth (what else?) Clydesdale that made him feel like an ant—a sugar cube from his palm.

      Cal flexed his fingers, still glad they were all there, and walked toward the brightly lit and freshly painted columns of the manor’s grand façade.

      His attention split time between watching for the occasional horse apple and drinking in the sight of Wentworth Manor, all dressed up and ready for the evening’s forty guests and benefactors.

      An oversized frosted cupcake of a Victorian, complete with round tower and cupola, sat behind what should have been a completely out of place antebellum-style entrance. Somehow, the original architect had made it work, and Wentworth Manor had been written up in journals far and wide as one of the earliest fusion-concept domiciles in the Mid-Atlantic region.

      Wide, granite steps swept upward in twin, narrowing curves to a broad planked rocking chair platform. Four waist-thick simple Doric columns, all cut and smoothed from the trunk of the same single hoary old Eastern Chestnut. All coated with traditional sparkly limewash expertly applied by Larry Bowdre, an old fart who’d been working the grounds since Grandma Irene still put on her dancing shoes from time to time.

      A couple of college kids in black tailcoats and blinding white vests and shirts so starched the cured lime on the columns had competition stood to either side of the twin eight-foot-tall studded oak doors, bowing butlerly as party guests climbed the stairs and wafted inside. The one on the right—Jack? Jake?—broke character long enough to steady a woman with Professional Soccer Mom hair and a truly horrible tracksuit in magenta and velvet who stumbled on the marble threshold stone, which hadn’t settled as deeply as the wooden bits around it.

      Cal made a mental note to thank the kid for asking PSM to put the selfie-stick away in her duffel-sized sequined purse (magenta) and watch her feet instead.

      No grand entryway for Cal, however. He scooted around the side of the big stairs to the service entrance on the left. Nowhere near as large and fancy, but this door opened straight into the kitchen, itself bigger than many apartments Cal had graced, and filled with gleaming swathes of modern stainless steel instead of the period pieces in the rest of the manor.

      He stepped inside into the frenetic, highly organized chaos of the annual Boxing Day Blast.

      Fifteen men and women wearing whites which matched or contrasted with their skin, with hair of every color natural or bottled, milled around like moths in a high wind, rattling them pots and pans and whipping up a huge mouth-watering venison roast, tureens of bisques and purees, loaves of crusty bread slowly risen over three days.

      He might outdo the cats on nigh-starvation.

      “Thank goodness you’re finally here!” Cal saw a curly cascade of fiery red over the top of his kibble bag as throaty mezzo-soprano tones set his belly a-quiver. “You’ve only got ten minutes to get your Lord of the Manor on.”

      Hair and voice belonged to Katy Braun, his assistant director and talent manager. And everything else that required real organizational skill. Cal was a great numbers guy and kept the books tidy as a pin, but without Katy he’d have to lock the doors and send everyone home.

      Assuming he could find the key, of course.

      “Hey, Katy,” he said, walking over to drop the cat food by their feeder in the corner. “Yeah, it’ll just take me a sec—shit!”

      Unlike Madame Soccer Mom, Cal couldn’t watch his feet with his arms full of kitty slops. So of course one of the Super Cats had picked the perfect time to play roadblock.

      The nasal, scratchy squawk of dudgeon told him Clark the Twenty Pound Chonk had done the honors this time. Kent, his slightly smaller tuxedo twin came meyowling right behind, clearly nigh-starved and wilting from hunger, rubbing greedily against Cal’s leg.

      “Useless little…” Cal decided to set the bag down by the wall instead. Hard to play Señor Calvin Isaiah Wentworth with his neck in a brace.

      “Tsk. Such language, Master Wentworth.” Katy smiled, checking her watch. “Dinner’s on schedule, and all your servants are awaiting your generosity. So go on, git! I’ll feed the Dynamic Duo.”

      “That’s Batman and Robin,” he called over his shoulder. “Clark Kent doesn’t⁠—”

      A damp dishrag hit the back of his head, so he decided to wait on the rest of the explanation.
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      Nine minutes later, Cal hustled down the servant’s stairs, far narrower and way more plain-utilitarian than the grand staircase of the great hall.

      The butler’s uniform fit better this year than last. All the shopping walks had done more good than the C&A could counteract, thank goodness.

      He looked down at his wrist to check his cufflinks. Good thing, too.

      “Jesus, Clark. Go find a mouse or something.”

      Super Chonk sprawled along a step about halfway down; feet, tail, and gut hanging over the edge as he licked his whiskers and stared up at this plebian interloper in his domain.

      “Get a job, cat.” But Cal reached to scrub a head larger than his fist as he continued toward the great hall. Katy should be…

      And there she was. Dressed in her black and white maid’s uniform to match his own servant garb.

      She was scanning the crowd and sneaking peeks at her anachronistic smartwatch, probably wondering just where the hell her boss was.

      He stepped up beside her and gently bumped her elbow with his. She saw him and relaxed, but not before giving him her best matronly scowl as she straightened the white bowtie he’d insisted on tying himself. Badly. She’d mastered the loving tie-straighten, and liked to use it in her role as Mrs. Elizabeth Wentworth, nee Stockton, young English bride of CW1.

      As if great-great-gramps had ever been that lucky.

      In the great hall, three generations of Wentworths, including an incredibly young Grandma Irene, stared disapprovingly at the crowd from their canvas prisons around the upstairs gallery. Electric versions of gas lights lit everything with a not-too-bright ambience, with strategic mini-spots highlighting the portraits, maps, and sketches of the family mill.

      Guests milled around, sipping champagne and spiced cider as Ben, their chief interpreter, filled the time with facts about the Wentworths and their manor.

      “When Calvin Wentworth the Third tragically passed away just at the start of the Great Depression, his wife and only heir Irene, who was with child at the time, had no choice but to sell the house and grounds. Selena Holland, matriarch of the Sabre Creek DAR, had a love for the history of Sabre Creek, and agreed to purchase the estate in trust, ensuring Mrs. Wentworth could live out her days in the home, surrounded by all the things familiar and dear to her. In fact, upstairs we’ll see Mrs. Wentworth’s boudoir and drawing room, restored to their original furnishings and décor of 1875, when the first Mrs. Wentworth⁠—”

      A little sugar-coated, but that was all right. Grandma Irene gave up the house, but the terms of the agreement meant she got to die in bed (and the DAR probably hadn’t expected she’d outlive ’em all), and her take from the estate’s income let her live a comfortable life, and leave a good starting stake to her grandchildren.

      No more Wentworth fortune, but Cal hadn’t started his adulthood nearly as nigh-starved as Clark and Kent tried to be.

      Ms. Holland had an almost religious love of the town’s past that put Cal’s own historical interest to shame. When Wentworth Manor went on the block in 1930, she’d written letters, sent telegrams, made speeches all across four states, all but begging for funds from her patriotic sisters.

      And she’d beaten the bank man to the signing table with more than enough to purchase the manor house, all contents and outbuildings, plus the five acres enclosed by the original brick wall.

      Grandma Irene had liked to complain about being a guest in her own home, but she and Selena had stayed friends over the years. In fact, one of the few non-1875 pieces in her bedroom upstairs was a beautiful clockwork ballerina carved from narwhal ivory and enshrined in a crystal ball on the mantel. Some elder Holland had brought it back from some sea slaughter or other, and presented it to his wife. Who passed it down to Ms. Holland.

      Who gave it to her poor widowed friend. Purely for friendship’s sake, of course.

      Cal had been fighting the museum board on including in the tours the little tidbit that Ms. Holland was a very frequent overnight guest of the house, and often traveled abroad with Grandma Irene. The Sister-Betty-Better’n-Yous in town had talked behind their hands, but both women were too well-loved in the town for more than a few tongues to wag.

      The tight friendship they shared just might explain the engraving on the bottom of the ballerina globe.

      To my fair I., the most wonderful person I have ever known. This pretty dancer will long be dust before your beauty fades in my eyes. S.

      Sadly, Ms. Holland had passed away when Cal was only five and he didn’t remember her all that well. His dad, CW4, never said anything, but Cal doubted it had been much of a secret in the family.

      Especially since Grandma Irene’s clothes went from bright and bouncy to somber and plain after the funeral. And for all her perky, good-natured snark when she had company, Cal remembered seeing her winding the ballerina when she thought she was alone, using a tiny silver key she wore around her neck and never removed.

      Watching the timeless dancer twirl and spin while her heart leaked from her eyes.
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      A squall from upstairs shook Cal from his woolgathering. Some guest had discovered a Super Cat, probably right where he wasn’t supposed to be.

      Jake—yep, Jake, not Jack—gave the drive a look-over, made sure no stragglers lurked, then he and his partner shut the massive doors. Jake took hold of a hanging velvet rope and gave it a tug, sending a deep brazen bong bonging through the house.

      Cal sometimes snuck and yanked the rope after hours, when he was the only one left inside. He loved that thing. Had since he was knee high to a grasshopper.

      He and Katy went to stand in the middle of the thick pile of the replica Persian rug in the center of the hall. The original, which had more than a little wear and was pretty thin from over a century of assorted feet, Wentworth and non-, was now on display in the Highlands Regional Textile Museum out by the old millworks.

      All forty guests came chattering down the grand staircase, half of them with hand on rail and Scarlett O’Hara in their eyes.

      Sheesh. Big or not, it was just a staircase. But then, they hadn’t grown up pelting up and down the silly thing with their cousins.

      Herding the guests along came Jake, his butler partner (and that kid was a last-minute replacement whose name had fallen right out of Cal’s head), and a couple of housemaids in outfits matching Katy’s—excuse me, Mrs. Wentworth’s—own.

      Once everyone was spread in a rough arc in front of the staircase, Cal held up his hands for quiet and dredged up his Veddy Propah voice.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen. I want you to know how pleased we of the household are that you have taken time from your busy lives to join us here at Wentworth Manor for what my dear Elizabeth and I consider our most important celebration.”

      The four “servants” stepped forward, and Katy handed each either a folded frock coat, or a vintagey lace shawl.

      “On this day, the day after Christmas, Boxing Day, my wife tells me that in the land of her birth, her family’s custom was not only to send their servants home with boxes of good cheer to share with their families, but also before the leave-taking, to allow us the honor of serving them.”

      Cell phones raised on high and flashes flashed as Jake and the others removed jackets and aprons, donning the long black frock coats and pretty shawls. The men bowed to Cal and Katy, the women curtseyed nicely.

      “Now then, it is my pleasure to request your company in the dining hall, where my dear Lizzie the Maid and I, Wentworth the Butler, shall serve you and our loyal staff the finest fare to be had between here and never-gonna-get-there!”

      Cal raised his arms as the guests cheered and applauded, then bowed and swept his arm toward the correct door as Jake and
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