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Introduction

 

We’re all familiar with heartwarming Christmas tales. The ones where the spirit of Christmas softens everyone’s hearts, and the good and the deserving get their due. We love these characters! We cheer when they get their Christmas miracles, as well we should. It makes us feel good inside.

But hang on. If the spirit of Christmas is about love and charity and helping those who need it, doesn’t that apply to everyone? What about the people who are harder to like? What about the ones who aren’t particularly good or deserving? Are they the exception? Tidings of comfort and joy for everyone except you over there—is that how it goes?

That hardly seems like the Christmas spirit, does it?

The stories in this collection are about the people who don’t normally show up in the heartwarming stories. In one story, the devil shows up for Christmas dinner, and the matriarch of the family has to decide how far her “everyone is welcome on Christmas” policy goes. In another, an angelic prison guard sneaks a demonic prisoner out on Christmas Eve so they can both enjoy the holiday for once. And in another, an elf stages a coup against Santa so the naughty children can get something on Christmas morning besides a lump of coal.

These stories are more than a little irreverent, but they also have more than a little heart. Snark or no, I believe in those heartwarming Christmas stories. I believe in love, and family, and the power of an act of kindness—for everyone.

Even—especially—the ones who are hard to love.


A Hell of a Christmas

 

Marcy’s younger daughter had said she would be bringing a guest to Christmas. At least she had warned them of that much. Marcy only wished she had told them her guest was the actual devil.

The devil sat at the dining room table, sandwiched between Jess and Marcy’s older daughter Carly. Marcy tried not to stare as he held out a hand and asked—in a voice more polite than she heard from any of her own family members on most Christmases—if someone could please pass the mashed potatoes. If not for the bright red skin and the horns protruding from the top of his head, not to mention the tail that hung down off the side of his chair to brush along the floor she had spent all yesterday afternoon scrubbing, she might have approved of her daughter’s choice of dinner guest. He was certainly more polite than that boy Jess had brought last year, the one with so many piercings in his ears it was a wonder he had any skin left in them.

The devil caught her staring and gave her a wink. She flushed and looked back down at her plate. “I suppose we’ve all got the same question,” she said with a nervous laugh. “I may as well be the one to ask it.” She cleared her throat. “Are you… that is, you bear a striking resemblance to…”

Jess scowled at her. “Have you got a problem with how he looks?” she demanded. “You never give my friends a chance. I remember those looks you kept giving Logan across the table last year. Just because you don’t like piercings—”

“it wasn’t the piercings,” Carly interrupted with a sigh. “It was the fact that every third word out of his mouth was an expletive. Not to mention how he kept going on about his brilliant career plan to lay out traps for vermin and then sell them door to door as exotic pets.”

“They weren’t vermin, they were raccoons—”

“If you chose better friends, maybe we wouldn’t have a problem with who you brought to dinner,” said Carly. “For that matter, if you chose better friends, maybe you would be doing a bit better for yourself by now.” She lowered her eyes to look at her younger sister over her glasses. “You do realize everyone is the average of the five people they spend the most time with.”

Just made a rude noise—one that most certainly did not belong at the dinner table, especially not at Christmas. “Well, not everyone wants to be an overachieving corporate drone,” she said, and stuck her tongue out for good measure, as if she were still five years old.

Marcy’s mother gave a sniff from the other side of the table. “In my day, girls had standards,” she said. “Girls from good families like yours didn’t even consider dating boys who were obvious bad sorts.” She narrowed her eyes at Jess’s dinner guest. “Let alone embarrass themselves by bringing those bad sorts to a family dinner.”

Just rolled her eyes. “In your day, ‘bad sorts’ just meant someone who wasn’t lily-white. And I guess not that much has changed, has it?” She patted the bright red hand of her dinner guest. “Anyway, we’re not dating. He just needed a place to go.”

Marcy’s mother screwed up her face like she had swallowed a worm. “In my day, girls also didn’t talk back.” She poked at the mashed potatoes on her plate. “And they knew how to make proper mashed potatoes,” she added, with a side-eyed glance at Marcy. “These are full of lumps. And too salty, to boot.”

“That didn’t stop you from getting seconds,” Marcy couldn’t resist pointing out. Jess snorted.

“Oh, please,” said Carly, looking at Jess. “You bring a guy to Christmas dinner, and you expect us to believe there’s nothing going on between you? Besides, he looks like just your type.” Her sharp voice turned the words into an insult.

Jess scowled. “We are not dating. I’ve sworn off men for at least the next six months. I saw him on campus moping around while everyone else was packing up to go home. We got to talking. It turned out he had nowhere to go.”

That did sound like Jess, Marcy had to admit. She had always been one for bringing home the wounded baby birds.

“The devil is in college?” she couldn’t resist asking in a faint voice.

“I believe in bettering oneself,” he said with a nod in her direction. “You’re never too old to keep learning.”

“That reminds me of how I met my first wife,” Marcy’s father said to Jess, resting both elbows on the table to lean in closer. “I was about to leave campus to spend the holidays with my good friend Marilyn Monroe. It was purely platonic between us, of course, but she did know how to throw a party.” He waggled his eyebrows. “But then I saw Jeannie, looking like it was the worst day of her life. And no wonder. Christmas Eve, and she didn’t have a soul to be with.”

Marcy’s mother shot him a sour look. “Don’t you mention that woman’s name in my presence.”

“Last year, you said you met your first wife when you were in Spain on a secret mission for the CIA,” Carly pointed out.

“And two years before that, you said it was in Africa, while you were shutting down an illegal poaching operation,” said Jess.

Marcy’s father gave a good-natured shrug. “Yes, well, I’ve led a full life. When you’re as old as I am, it's hard to keep the details straight.”

Marcy’s brother-in-law Earl drained the last of the wine from his glass—his third glass, Marcy couldn’t help but note, and with dinner not even half over. He leaned clear across the table, almost knocking over the gravy boat, to give the devil a jolly pat on the back. “I hope you have a devil of a time tonight,” he said in a too-loud voice. His boozy breath wafted across the table to Marcy as he gave the devil a broad wink. “Our family can throw a hell of a party.” He burst into raucous laughter, looking around the table as if expecting everyone else to join him. No one did.

Marcy leaned over to tug at his sleeve. “For Pete’s sake, Earl, sit down.” She hissed into her husband Ralph’s ear, “Get your brother under control.”

Ralph shook his head sharply. “Huh? What is it, dear?” He blinked out at the table through his thick glasses. “The gang’s all here, I see. It sure is nice to see everyone tonight. Now, what were we talking about? Your first wife, was it?” He nodded to Marcy’s father.

Marcy struggled not to groan aloud. She never should have married an academic. It turned out the absent-minded-professor stereotype was less of an exaggeration than an understatement. “Did you see who our daughter brought home for Christmas?” She murmured in his ear.

He blinked owlishly at the devil, who smiled in response. “Glad you brought a friend along, Jess,” he said. “And one with intact earlobes, this time.” Then he leaned back in his chair. His eyes defocused. No doubt he was calculating equations in his head.

It looked like managing this crew was up to Marcy, just like it always was. She took a deep breath. “I’m glad to see you looking out for people who need it,” she told Jess. “I’ve always admired your big heart. But…” She let her breath out through her teeth. “Maybe the two of us should talk privately.”

Jess scowled. “Anything you have to say, you can say in front of everyone. Including my friend.” She patted the devil’s hand.

“All right, then,” said Marcy doubtfully. “Jess, honey… surely you can see how bringing the literal devil home on Christmas is a problem for obvious reasons. For one thing, how is he supposed to go to church with us this evening?”

“Oh, I don’t have a problem with church,” the devil assured her. “Despite popular opinion, I won’t catch fire if I walk through the doors.”

His safety hadn’t been Marcy’s primary concern. She could only imagine the pastor’s reaction when he saw their guest. “Maybe with concealer and a wide-brimmed hat…” She eyed the devil’s cherry-red complexion. “A lot of concealer. I wonder if the drugstore is open tonight.”

Jess shot her a look like she had kicked a puppy. “When I saw him looking all lonesome on campus,” she said, “the two of us got to talking. He’s really lonely, you know? Everyone hates the devil, especially this time of year.”

“Hey, it’s not like I can blame them,” the devil said affably. “Source of all evil, and all that.”

“I told him he’d have a place here,” Jess said, still glaring at Marcy. “I told him that at our house, Christmas is about being able to come home and be accepted no matter who you are. I’ve always got a place at our table, no matter how much of a screwup I am.”

“Hey,” Marcy objected. “Don’t talk about yourself that way. You’re a bit of a late bloomer, that’s all.”

Jess rolled her eyes. “And no one tells Carly to get lost, even though she’s an obnoxious overachiever. Uncle Earl still gets invited every year, even though he’s a drunk and we all know he grabbed your boob over pumpkin pie three years ago. Grandma doesn’t have any nice things to say about anyone, and Grandpa has never told a true story in his life. And as for Dad, he’s too busy floating off in the clouds to see what’s in front of his face.”

Everyone at the table was glaring at Jess now. Everyone except for the devil, who leaned back in his chair, hands laced behind his head, like he was enjoying the show. Jess either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “And you, Mom,” she said, “you’re so busy taking care of everyone, and making sure they all get along, that you pretend you can’t
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