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      I love the December holidays. Choose one of them—any of them—and I’m in. That’s because the holidays are all about our humanity. Most often, we see the best of people. And every so often, we see the worst. But most of all, I see how we could be.

      I started this collection with Unusual Secret Santa. If you’ve ever had to exchange presents at the office, you might identify with this one. How can you stay within the money requirements—and still get a present the other person might appreciate? Every time I’ve had this problem, I was a last-minute shopper, searching for just the right gift. This story shows you an alternative.

      During the holidays, I’m one of those people who drags my husband out of a nice, cozy house, begs him to drive me around, and then oohs and ahhs at all the Christmas lights. Yes, I’m one of those people. Not only that, but I also make him slow down for the extraordinary displays. That’s where I got the idea for Untangled Lights.

      Will we ever have lights of our own? No, my beleaguered husband draws the line at putting up lights anywhere—never mind outside. I can only appreciate what other people offer my community.

      Sometimes, we don’t get to celebrate the holidays with the ones we love. And that was the start of the story for Christmas for Halloween.

      My grandmother used to make the cookies in A Christmas Cookie Competition. She taught me to make them. At one point, she pronounced, “I’m done with these cookies. Johanna will make them for you.” I was thrilled. However, I’m only an amateur baker. Just imagine if a professional baker had made these cookies! Which became the starting point for that story.

      Where are you on the fruitcake scale? There are two—no, make that three—kinds of people when it comes to fruitcake. There are the people who hate fruitcake. Then there are the people who like the neon red and green fruits in their fruitcakes. Then, there are the people like me who want real fruit in their fruitcakes. I’m so-so about nuts. But chocolate-dipped fruitcake? Now, you’re taking. And that’s where I got the idea for A Crime Against Fruitcake.

      There you have it—some of my favorite things for holiday stories. I hope you have as much fun reading these stories as I did writing them.
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      Leaning on the railing, and surveying the mall stores from her perch on the upper floor, Beth Andrews watched the patterns of shoppers swish and sway—almost like swarms of bees. Or maybe lemmings. Whatever. Not people—animals, dressed like people— swarming to the right, then to the left. All under the watchful eyes of the red, white, and green candy cane lights.

      However, she was starting to get a headache from the lights. They switched off and on, apparently randomly. Not in time to the music, which right now was all about a little drummer boy. Or, on a regular pattern, even if wasn’t based on music. If the lights couldn’t stick with the pattern of the holiday music, why were they switching off and on? Or on and off?

      The people didn’t move in sync to the music either.

      Beth sighed, a sound she could barely hear over the just-too-loud music. If only other people saw and heard patterns the way she did. Patterns were all about regularity and efficiency.

      She took a deep breath and luxuriated in the deep cinnamon smell wafting up from the food court below her. She knew better than to get one of those cinnamon bun things. Well, she could get one, but she’d have to run a whole lot more for the next three weeks to make up for the calories. She didn’t want to gain weight, not when she’d bought all these wonderful clothes back in September. That was part of her efficiency—she bought a quarter of her year’s clothing in September, a quarter on sale in January, another quarter in May, and the rest “just in time” for special occasions.

      Janie, a work colleague, had asked about Beth’s approach to shopping. When Beth explained it to her, Janie said that the just in time shopping broke the pattern. Just in time was random.

      Beth disagreed—in her opinion, the randomness maintained the pattern. And that was why she was here, in the mall, today, on a Sunday six weeks before Christmas. To get a Secret Santa present for her boss, Marty Jones.

      Like anyone could ever get a present for him. Especially not for the maximum amount of five dollars. Five! And they were going to exchange gifts the second week of December. At least two weeks early!

      Way too many constraints. This is why code was so much more reasonable than people. Code she could deal with. People? Not so much.

      She took a deep breath to calm herself down. Freaking out wasn’t going to get that present bought.

      Her stomach jumped around with nerves. Why did bosses get to participate in Secret Santa? Just unfair.

      She felt a chill on the back of her neck, almost as if the mall had turned on the air conditioning, which was crazy. The Boston weather, this first week of November, was unseasonably cool—just above freezing. Cold enough that she’d worn her navy-blue winter coat with her black turtleneck and a gray fleece sweater. And her small black cross-body bag with her phone and other necessities, such as lip balm.

      By keeping to basic black with both black jeans and sneakers, Beth thought she looked like she could pass for normal. As opposed to a geeky person who hated in-person shopping.

      The music changed to Jingle Bells. Normally, Beth totally enjoyed the bells, but again, the lights kept flashing on and off without syncing to the music.

      Maybe she should put on sunglasses before she continued what might be a fruitless search for her Secret Santa present.

      She hated feeling like a Scrooge at the holidays. She might be just a little geeky, but she loved the holidays. Especially when the November weather already felt like Christmas.

      Just then, she heard a male voice yell, “I don’t care if the lights are supposed to work with the music. They don’t! And I don’t know what to do about it!” A door slammed.

      She turned around and there was a pasty-faced guy in a short-sleeved black t-shirt, faded jeans, and black sneakers walking in circles. He muttered to himself.

      She walked closer to hear.

      “If God had wanted programmers to succeed, he would never have invented Fortran. He would have invented C. Or Ruby. Or Lisp. Which he did. Or any other modern language. But Fortran! Save me.”

      “Have a little trouble with your Fortran?” she asked.

      He stopped and looked at her. Up and down. Then he sneered, as if he’d already judged her and found her wanting.

      “You wouldn’t understand,” he said and continued walking in ever-smaller circles.

      “Try me,” she said.

      He stopped and looked at her again. “Okay. So, the mall owner found this ancient program. In Fortran of all languages.” He shook his head. “It’s supposed to sync the music and the lights. But it doesn’t!”

      “Want some help with that?” Beth asked.

      “Do I want some help with that?” he asked in a high-pitched, sing-song voice. “Of course, I do! I can’t figure out what to do! You wouldn’t be able to help.”

      “With an attitude like that, I won’t help you. Good luck,” she said and walked towards the escalator to head back down to the stores. Surely she could find a Secret Santa present somewhere.

      “Hold it!” he said. “I need help. Do you program?”

      “Of course,” she said. “What do I look like?”

      “A person.”

      She rolled her eyes. “People program. Even female people. How old are you?”

      “Twenty-three.” He stood there with his arms crossed, tapping his foot, his forehead furrowed. “What does that have to do with it?”

      She rolled her eyes again. “Old enough to know better.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-seven,” she said.

      “You know Fortran?” he asked.

      “I do,” Beth said. “In my first job, I supported several hardware-software interface products from the ‘70s. Maybe the ‘80s. Whatever. I learned way too much about Fortran then.”

      “Want a job?” he asked.

      “Have a job. Need a present. Which is why I’m here.”

      “Please?” he asked, looking like a dog who wanted bacon. Or cheese.

      “What’s in it for me?” she asked. “You already insulted me.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I'm feeling under pressure. I really have no idea how to fix this.” He paused. “I’ll see if my boss will pay you for the day. Well, however long it takes.”

      She shook her head. “I have an hour. Not any more than that. Tell you what. I’ll give you an hour. Pay my rate for that hour and tell me what to get for this Secret Santa present, and we have a deal.”

      “What’s your rate?”

      She told him.

      “Excellent,” he said. He texted his boss and then held up his phone. “We have a deal. See?”

      She looked at his phone. “Perfect.”

      He extended his hand to shake.

      She took it. Argh, a limp fish handshake. Well, maybe the code was firmer than his handshake. “Hey kid,” Beth said. “What’s your name?”

      “Stanley Winters.”

      “Nice to meet’cha, Stanley.”
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      When she walked into Stanley’s office, Beth had to blink several times to be able to see. The ceiling lights were turned down to almost nothing. After the bright lights in the mall, she needed a little time to get used to this low light.

      Stanley’s office looked like a prototype of a typical programmer’s office. Large white table that served as a desk, with two huge monitors—at least thirty-inch displays. The obligatory can of Coke Classic next to his mouse on the right.

      A Fortran manual and a two-inch thick code listing on the left. The listing was on regular paper, not the alternating green-and-white old kind of listings.

      Thank goodness for small favors, Beth thought. Regular paper was much easier to read than the old listings.

      It smelled as if Stanley had eaten his weight in pizza for the last couple of days. Plus gym socks. She sneezed.

      He sat down in his throne of a big black ergonomic chair. He motioned to his small black visitor chair.

      Beth wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “No,” she said. “I don’t need you to explain what’s going on. I just need you to clean up while I review the code.” She motioned to his chair. “And I’ll take the good chair.”

      “It’s my chair—” He saw her expression. “Fine. I’ll give you the good chair.”

      Beth wasn’t sure if she should remind him she was calling the shots, but she was intrigued. She could spend an hour fixing his code and then she’d know what to choose for the Secret Santa present. Efficient and win-win. And she’d get a little extra money to buy her regular Christmas presents.

      He stood and started to clean up. “I’ll be back after I throw this out,” he said, hefting the overflowing black waste basket.

      Beth sighed. Youngsters these days. Soon enough, he’d learn that programmers can’t survive on pizza and soda alone. They needed Chinese food and ice cream. She laughed. She’d done that for about three months, realized she gained weight, and returned to many more vegetables. Ice cream was now a special treat.

      He left the small office and the mall music played for a few seconds until the door closed behind him. She wriggled out of her coat, then tried to get comfortable, spending a couple of minutes fiddling with the chair.

      She had just gotten settled when Stanley opened the door and the mall music returned. “What did you find?” he asked.

      She gave him the Look, and said, “I just sat down and got comfortable. I’m setting my watch alarm for one hour. Now, let’s start with the Main—you tell me what you learned and where you still have questions.”

      A sly smile came over his face. “I knew you didn’t know anything about Fortran! I knew it! Get out of my chair!”

      Beth wondered why
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