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  For all parents who just want some rest.

And my own family. Because it’s Christmas.

Well, it could be Christmas. I don’t know who’s reading this or when.








  
  Introduction


About “Snow in Miami”
(2025)


In late 2015, I converted an old Christmas fable I’d written on social media for Christmas Eve 2005 called “The Fountain of Truth” into an e-book. The story was less than a thousand words, which accounts for barely three pages in print and would’ve made an awful e-book by itself, so I added two additional Christmas fables—“Christmas Log” and “St. Nick’s Gym”—to make the collection feel more substantial in content. With the three stories combined, the book reached about ten thousand words and qualified as an e-book worth downloading, so I titled it The Fountain of Truth and uploaded it to all the major digital booksellers. And because writing a book comprising three Christmas fables in a single volume is a marketable and repeatable idea, I decided to do it again for the 2016 Christmas season in a three-fable collection called Snow in Miami.
Of course, putting three holiday-themed stories together the same way I did for the first book would not work exactly the same way. For starters, my first story, “Unexpected Weather,” depends on a “storyteller” to create and finish its context. Because it’s based on an earlier work also called “Unexpected Weather,” which I’d erroneously remembered as “Snow in Miami” because of what I’d called its filename, I’d planned on naming the sequel collection after it (much as “The Fountain of Truth” is an earlier work that I’d adapted as the main title for its own collection). But because the original story wasn’t good enough on its own to fit into the collection, I decided to expand it into something more substantial and create the storyteller character Douglas McCray to deliver it as a parent would to his four-year-old child—if he didn’t fully understand what was appropriate for a four-year-old. This would make its Christmas theme a bit more relevant to the original story, which in the early 2000s had nothing to do with Christmas or any holiday.
Now, Douglas McCray was supposed to be the framing storyteller for “Unexpected Weather” only, but it became obvious to me rather quickly that the rest of the book needed him as storyteller, too, not so much because the other stories needed the framing but because he needed his own story arc, so I made his story as important to the book as the three individual stories, which also includes “A Black Friday Tale” and “The Pear Tree.”
This, of course, led to a new problem. I’d finished the first draft of Snow in Miami in 2016 as planned, but to call it a sequel to The Fountain of Truth seemed strange considering Douglas McCray had nothing to do with it. If I were to make it a true sequel, then Douglas McCray (and others from his world) would need representation in The Fountain of Truth. But because I’d already published The Fountain of Truth, this idea wouldn’t work!
Thanks to that dilemma and a long bout of distraction that came from researching the life of a news reporter for a more accurate edit of “The Pear Tree,” I’d shelved Snow in Miami for many years. I simply didn’t want to release it without re-releasing The Fountain of Truth as a Douglas McCray parable, and that required more thought, more time, and a lot more writing.
Fortunately, in 2023, I finally sat down and revisited Douglas McCray’s world as it would’ve been told in The Fountain of Truth and considered his life prior to the events of Snow in Miami. By the end of the year, I had the complete story of how Douglas meets his wife Miranda (and nearly ruins his chances with her), along with sufficient integrations of the original three stories, finished and ready to publish.
Except…
The story was half the length of Snow in Miami and barely qualified as a novella. If I were to release a proper book in the series, especially the first book in the series, I needed to double the length at minimum. But the story was finished. Anything more would’ve been filler.
At least, that was the case until I realized I could just write an internal sequel about their first date on New Year’s Eve and show how that, too, nearly ruins any chance of them having a future together. So, I once again delayed the release of what would now be called The McCray Parables: The Fountain of Truth from a 2023 holiday release to a 2024 holiday release and spent 2024 writing Happy New Life (the New Year’s Eve story) to finish Douglas and Miranda’s origin story. I also spent the last part of the year starting on a mid-story called The Elf and the Shoe for my newsletter readers, which as of this writing, is still unfinished but far enough along that I can get it done in time for the 2025 holidays…hopefully.
So, I say all that to show that this book has had a muddy path to release, and that I’m glad I can finally get it into your hands nine years after I’d first intended. But I also say it to remind you that although this is the second book in the series, it was written originally as a standalone story, which means you can still read this comfortably and confidently without having ever seen the inside of The McCray Parables: The Fountain of Truth.
But, you know, it doesn’t hurt to read the origin story. If nothing else, it will make the world inside of Snow in Miami a bit more familiar, and possibly a bit more hilarious. But it isn’t required.
I also want to remind returning readers (and backwards-compatible readers) that while The McCray Parables: The Fountain of Truth is a boy-meets-girl romantic comedy, The McCray Parables: Snow in Miami is a boy-learns-how-to-be-a-decent-husband-and-father family comedy. No romance detected in this one. If you only read romantic comedies, be aware that you won’t get the dating and kissing you got in the first one. The characters are married now, so there’s no romance here. Just hard life lessons and shenanigans.
But it’s still hilarious and a lot of fun and full of holiday wonder, so turn the page and begin the laughter now…if you dare!
(Okay, yeah, this is a Christmas story, not a Halloween story, so never mind the fake dare. Just enjoy the book. And be on the lookout for the third in the series coming in 2026 or 2027. As of now, I’ve written the title, so it’s official!)
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  Chapter 1


It had been a long day at work, and Douglas McCray was ready for his break, but he knew, thanks to the powers-that-be, that he would not have permission for such a precious thing tonight. They didn’t care how hard he toiled for the others. They cared only about themselves, and they would demand of him his time now. Giving him even a moment to rest—that was something he’d long for but would never have, not before ten o’clock when he’d get so worn out that he’d have energy left only to sleep. 
It wasn’t how he wanted it. But that was how it was going to be. Just because it was Christmas Eve didn’t mean they would make an exception this time. If anything, the holiday would make his life harder. And it was the shortest among them that would really demand his best performance.
He tightened his fingers around his steering wheel, summoning the strength to face these people, these powers-that-be. He would have to steady himself, steady his shaking hands. He couldn’t let them see how nervous they’d made him. He squeezed his eyes shut.
“Come on, Douglas,” he whispered. “You do this every day. Tonight doesn’t have to be any different.”
But it was different. It was Christmas Eve. And tonight, Douglas had to face his harshest judges at the peak of their powers. Tonight, his performance would be under review at the behest of several flood lamps and a microscope. They had already made it clear to him that he was on thin ice after the incident with the smoke alarm. He couldn’t screw this up.
He unlatched his seatbelt and turned to face the passenger seat, then the back seat. Both were empty. He shook his head. He was already screwing it up. It was too late to fix it, though. It was already nine o’clock. He would’ve had to go on break earlier to prevent that catastrophe. He sighed. He had no idea how he’d even gotten himself into this position. Once upon a time, he had everything he wanted and nothing more. Now he had more, and it was becoming too much. Time to be a man and own up to it, he thought. He stepped out of his car and went inside. He was empty-handed. The assaults against him began immediately.
“Daddy’s home!” screamed the little boy as he dashed out from the kitchen in his red pajamas and leapt at him. Douglas was tired, but he resisted the urge to dodge his affection. This was the shortest one, his fiercest critic. He had to do everything he could to please him. Pleasing him meant pleasing the other one.
“Hey, little man,” Douglas said.
“What did you bring me?”
Douglas saw the tree in the corner, with its few ornaments and occasionally working lights. It was still too close to the heater. The only gifts underneath were the ones that the woman had brought home weeks ago, including that saxophone-shaped gift that had Douglas’s name on it and tempted him to open night after night—oh, how he longed for sax. He squeezed his eyes shut and cursed to himself. Then he looked down at the boy and smiled.
“What did you want me to bring?”
“Toys!” said the little boy.
Douglas’s hands started shaking again, so he had to let the boy down to the floor. He remembered the time.
“Why are you out of bed?”
“Because it’s Christmas Eve,” said a stern voice from the kitchen. A woman, who was still dressed in her nurse costume that she’d picked up shortly after dumping her old sales job, came around the corner and stared at him. Her face was relaxed, but that was probably a trick. Douglas didn’t let his guard down. “Johnny wants a story tonight.”
“So, tell him one.”
The woman creased her forehead.
“He wants it from you.”
Douglas looked down at the little boy, who was looking up at him with bright eyes, the eyes that say, please me if you know what’s good for you.
“Is that true?”
The little boy rocked his shoulders from side to side as he smiled up at Douglas.
“Okay,” Douglas said. “Go get in bed. Be there in just a second.”
The little boy raced off down the hall toward the bedrooms. The woman remained in the doorway. Her arms were now crossed.
“Still no shopping bags?” she asked.
Douglas stomped toward his easy chair beside the tree and sat in it.
“I’m only human,” he said.
She rolled her eyes and shook her head.
“You know he wants a gift from his daddy, right?”
“Then tell his daddy to pay his child support. As for me, how do you know it’s not in the car?”
“Is it?”
Douglas took off his shoes, thought about the question.
“No.”
She tossed her hands toward the ceiling.
“What’s the big deal?” Douglas asked. “Why do we buy into this commercial crap in the first place?” He got out of his chair and headed for his office just inside the hallway. The woman followed him.
“Because that’s what we do. There’s no philosophical reason behind it. We just do. Would it have killed you to spend money on somebody other than yourself? Like your son?”
Stepson, he wanted to remind her, but he thought better of it and held his tongue, opting instead to shrug at her question.
“Don’t know. Anything’s possible.”
He didn’t want to have this conversation. He needed his break. Once he entered his home office, he leaned toward the drawer jutting out from his desk and slid it open. The woman knew what he was after and immediately stopped him.
“No, you read to your son first,” she said. “He’s been waiting up for you.”
“Miranda, come on. I just need—”
She pointed at the hallway toward the bedrooms.
“Now.”
Douglas leaned forward and gripped his eyebrows with the palms of his hands. He was still twitching, but he knew she was right. She was always right, even when she wasn’t.
“Fine,” he said. “Because I’m a good st—dad.”
The woman nodded.
“You could still certainly become one, yes.”

      [image: ]The boy was snug in his bed when Douglas entered the room. He had hoped the boy was already asleep, but no such luck. He may as well have been hopped up on sugar; he was so excited. The giant bulge that marked the boy’s little body bounced, and the nubs indicating his feet jittered.
“Where are your books?” Douglas asked when he saw that the bed was empty above the blankets.
The boy shrugged and smiled.
Douglas headed for the bookshelf where all the boy’s favorites were stored. One by one, he asked the boy if this was the story he wanted to hear tonight, but each question was answered with a quick no. After five minutes of searching through the titles, Douglas gave up.
“I don’t know what you want from me,” he said.
“Tell me a story,” said the little boy.
“I’m trying, but you won’t work with me here.”
The boy pulled his arms out from under the covers, balled his hands into fists, and pounded the soft zones on either side of him. His smile had changed to a pout.
“I wanna Chrissmus story.”
Douglas skimmed the shelf again but could find only the beat-up copy of Red-Nosed Reindeer that the boy’s mom had read him in times past. His heart sank at the thought of reading that to him. He did not make the best reindeer sounds. But he showed the book to the boy, anyway.
“No!” the boy said.
“Buddy, I’ve got nothing else here.”
“Tell me a Chrissmus story.”
Douglas racked his brain for a solution. He could play this game all night if the boy didn’t sleep, but he didn’t want to waste his time fighting a four-year-old. He didn’t know what to do. Finally, he just asked the boy a stupid question.
“You want me to make up a Christmas story?”
The little boy bounced again. His face turned to glee. Douglas rolled his eyes. He was never one to make up a story that his intended audience could buy into, just one to get out of something. Countless past breakups were a testament to that.
“Okay.”
He approached the bed and sat on the floor beside it. Now comfortable, he put his elbow on the mattress and leaned his cheek against his fist as he thought of something the boy would eat up and fall asleep to. It took him several minutes and several frustrated looks from the boy to finally come up with something. He hoped it was enough to put the kid asleep.
“So, our story begins with global warming,” he said.






  
  Unexpected Weather


Mr. Carson propped his feet on the desk and lit the cigar he had waited all day to smoke. Chicago’s temperatures were falling by the minute, and the Muzak filling the room was gradually integrating bells and chimes into its drowsy score. Christmas was coming, and the bonus he was sure to get from his most recent mega-sale would pay for gifts for the entire family, the neighbor’s family, and even the meter reader who occasionally strolled onto his property to gauge him for his utility usage. It would be a Christmas like no other. He’d finally have the means to stock his yard with a holiday scene so spectacular that he would surely win the neighborhood decoration contest this year. He’d even hire that ice sculptor to carve to life the outdoor ice bench he had always wanted to sit on, on Christmas Day. 
His success was a long time coming. Months of proving to the boss that he could lead his office would have to pay off now. Months of top-level ignorance would have to come to an end.
He puffed on his cigar and let the smoke fill his mouth. He was forming cloud nine between his cheeks.
His chair started its backward arc toward the cubicle wall when his boss, Mr. Rivers, popped into view. He had sneaked up on Mr. Carson wearing those dang moccasins again.
“Carson,” he said. “How many times I gotta tell you not to smoke in the building? You don’t own it.”
Mr. Carson pulled the cigar from his mouth and dangled it over the edge of his desk, just above the trashcan. He wasn’t permitted an ashtray, so he made it his habit to catch the ash in the can. He kept a separate can for paper to the right of the desk to prevent accidental fires. This one just held a single plastic bag.
Mr. Rivers shrugged. He handed Mr. Carson a narrow gift-wrapped package.
“Here, no need to apologize. You’re probably addicted, so I decided to make your life easier.”
Mr. Carson took the package, flipped it over and under, and listened for something to rattle inside.
“Open it,” Mr. Rivers said. “Early Christmas present.”
Mr. Carson wrinkled his brow and crossed his arms. He knew Rivers had heard about the mega-sale, and according to the standards of the company, sales of that size warranted bonuses. Mr. Carson hoped this wasn’t his bonus. He had been counting on a large check this year.
But he obliged. He pulled off the wrapper from under his armpit and tossed it in the can to his left. He checked the results of his Christmas stripping. Peeking from under his elbow was a narrow green box. He opened it. Inside was a skinny electronic device.
“E-cigarette,” Mr. Rivers said. “Or vape, as they’re calling it now. Unobtrusive and mostly safe for indoors. Perfect for when your urges overwhelm your sanity.”
Mr. Carson narrowed his eyebrows at his boss. He didn’t particularly care for these accusations that he was addicted to anything. He could stop at any time. He just didn’t want to. Smoking relaxed him, and working hard for the money was an exhausting job.
Mr. Carson opened the battery hatch to find it empty.
“Sorry, batteries not included. Figured you could try it at home first in case it’s not as safe as I assumed.”
Mr. Carson looked up at his boss but said nothing. He wasn’t sure what to think about this gift. He was an authentic smoker, proud to carry around his packs of real nicotine darts with the silver lighter that had the naked woman silhouette he was so fond of. Gift from his dad on his eighteenth birthday. Refillable fluid. A real gift from a real man.
“No need to thank me,” Mr. Rivers said. “I should be thanking you for nailing the Trifecta Account today. In fact, I am.” He gestured at the e-cigarette. Or was it a vape pen? The box indicated a vape pen. “Stroke of genius.”
Mr. Carson shrugged. No big deal.
Okay, it was a really big deal, but he didn’t like to brag in front of the people who cut his checks. They were a notoriously humbling lot, positioned to strike down anyone who displayed too much pride for a job that was somehow enhanced by the assistance of a team, which this sale was not: he certainly had a right to say it was all on him, because it was. But Mr. Rivers didn’t like braggarts, so he kept his mouth shut.
“Anyway, I had a talk with the bigwigs upstairs, and they agree your work on this account was of stellar performance, and they think you would be perfect for their starter office in Miami.” A wide smile formed on Mr. Rivers’s lips. “You start in two weeks. Isn’t that exciting?”
Mr. Carson finally opened his mouth. The smoke he had been savoring finally blew out into the opening and evaporated. The space between his cheeks was now nothing more than a tongue that had lost its taste for change.
“In lieu of a bonus, the board has agreed to pay for your moving fees.” Mr. Rivers leaned over the desk and patted Mr. Carson on the shoulder. “I’ve already asked Mrs. Williams to set up the conference room with finger food for your going-away party. You like bologna sandwiches, right?”
Mr. Carson preferred turkey.
“Anyway, you’ll like Miami. Never gets cold there. Just think, you’ll get to spend Christmas at the beach. Isn’t that exciting?”
Mr. Carson thought about the ice bench he wouldn’t get to sit on, on Christmas Day.
“Anyway, enjoy your last day. Again, sorry about the batteries. I was thinking I’d let you wait for the party in the observatory. I know you often talk about the big window overlooking the lake. Thought you might want to remember the view.”
Mr. Carson’s sister’s apartment overlooked the lake. They were just over there for Thanksgiving. Mr. Rivers was thinking about someone else.
Mr. Rivers’s eyes drifted down toward the trashcan to Mr. Carson’s left. He reached in and pulled out the gift wrapping.
“Here, don’t want to cause a fire, right?” He found the small plant that Mr. Carson had bought a few months ago to liven up the cubicle. He snuffed out the cigar in the soil and tossed it in the trash. “Housekeeping will take care of your garbage today.”
Mr. Rivers paused at the cubicle’s opening as he headed for the floor space beyond. He turned his head enough to offer Mr. Carson a sideways glance.
“Good luck in Miami, Carson. You’re going to do amazing things there.”
Mr. Carson was barren of thought by that point. The world stopped making sense to him.
He looked down at his new gift. His boss didn’t seem to understand that e-cigarettes and “vapes” were not the same thing. The guy was a dolt.

      [image: ]At home, Mr. Carson didn’t know how to tell his wife that the money in Chicago was coming to an end and that, to keep the money flowing, they would have to fly south with the birds. He paced around his living room for at least ten minutes, racking his brain for an opening to lead with, but nothing was coming to him. From one wall to another, he tracked dirt across the carpet, failing to notice until five minutes later the mess he was making, and he realized that if he didn’t stop, he would have to explain not one but two messes to his wife.
Because his best thinking happened outside, and because he didn’t want to operate a broom tonight, he took a carton of his trustiest brand of cigarettes to the front porch and sat on his swing. As he rehearsed his speech to his wife in his mind and subsequently shot each version down as both ridiculous and an invitation to make Mrs. Carson cry, he lit one menthol stick after another. By the fifth smoke, he was feeling more relaxed. The chill in the air was giving him goosebumps, and the night was steadily growing tolerable.
By the time he had stubbed out half the pack, he was feeling pretty confident in his speech. Mrs. Carson would understand. She would have to.

      [image: ]Mrs. Carson didn’t understand.
“Who does he think he is?” she asked when Mr. Carson finally told her the news.
Mr. Carson waved his hands around. “The Great and Powerful Mr. Rivers.”
“We have a life here, John. A life.”
“Yes, I know that, and you know that. But knowledge and wisdom haven’t had much power around here lately.”
They were sitting at the dinner table, and Mrs. Carson was just about to pour the wine when Mr. Carson got to the dark side of his speech. It had begun beautifully, with the news that he had succeeded in his big sale. Mrs. Carson was so happy for him she retrieved the bottle of Chianti from the rack to celebrate. But Mr. Carson didn’t want to lose his place from what he had practiced, so he continued talking. Mrs. Carson put the cork back into the bottle before the first drop hit the glass. Uprooting everything she knew to start over in some gaudy place where the natives walked around half-naked in their front yards at Christmas time was no cause for celebration.
“I just wish you’d stand up for yourself every once in a while,” she said.
“I do. But they don’t listen.”
“Standing up for yourself requires getting them to listen.”
Mr. Carson shrugged. He knew she was right. It wasn’t like him to marry someone who didn’t see the truth in things, and she could see the truth in anything. He liked that about her, even though it caused him stress most of the time.
“Maggie, here’s the thing. The door here is closed. Once they close it, they close it. I know this isn’t ideal, especially with Christmas coming up. But it’s a great opportunity to—”
“Great opportunity? You’re already sounding like them. Have you really thrown in the towel that fast? Without consulting me first?”
Mr. Carson set his fork down. He sensed the conversation was going to interrupt his eating rhythm for a few minutes.
“This isn’t a matter for consultation. They didn’t ask me if I wanted to go. They told me I’m going. Even if we don’t go, I can’t go back to that office, not for anything other than to throw my stuff into an empty box.”
Mrs. Carson’s eyes began to tear up.
“I don’t understand why they won’t give you a choice,” she said.
“It’s called business, Maggie. Relocation was always a possibility. Said so in my contract. I just didn’t think they’d ever call me on it.”
Mrs. Carson pushed her plate away and stared off to the side for nearly a minute.
“You know,” he said, “you’ve wanted a tan for a long time. This could be your chance.”
She rolled her eyes. He noticed the corners of her lips turning upward slightly.
“Your dream body will follow. Imagine the influence of all those bikini-clad beach bunnies turning you into an obsessive fitness and diet fiend. For the holidays, no less. Make all your friends up here jealous of your luscious figure.”
Mrs. Carson’s expression lightened. She was considering it now.
“Think of Nancy and her big butt. Then think of you and your smaller butt.” He brought his palms close together to signify the difference in the two butt sizes after hers would shrink.
Mrs. Carson pulled her plate in front of her and started eating.
“I should probably enjoy this dinner while it lasts then,” she said.
Mr. Carson leaned over the table, angling as close to her as he could.
“It’ll be okay, I promise.”
He wasn’t sure it would be okay. He knew nothing about Miami except that it was hot, crowded, and the music was bad.
Mrs. Carson nodded. “Okay. If we’re stuck, I guess we have to go where the money is.” Her face was still solemn, but not like it was when he had broken the news.
“We’re not stuck. We’re going to be better off than we are here. Richer and happier. And thinner.”
She put her hand up.
“Fine,” she said. “We’ll make it work, I guess.”
After dinner, Mr. Carson retrieved the box that Mr. Rivers had given him for a consolation prize and took out the vape pen. He found a box of batteries in the refrigerator and popped one into the compartment. He wasn’t sure what to do with it exactly, but he started with the button on the side. The thing began to smoke almost immediately. It was as if he had put a thermometer in his mouth and a fever had set it on fire.
“What’s that thing?” Mrs. Carson asked him when she returned to the table after clearing it.
“Gift from the boss. It’s one of those electronic cigarette things. Or vape pen.”
“How is it?”
Mr. Carson thought about it for a moment. It was considerably weaker than his normal cigarettes. Yet, it had a certain flavor he found pleasant. Even fragrant.
“Weird,” he said. “Well, different. Like butterscotch.”
He pulled the device out of his mouth and stared at it.
“It makes me feel different.”
He put it back in his mouth.
“In a good way, I think.”

      [image: ]Mr. Carson tried to resist the vape pen for the first few days of packing, but the taste was so appealing that he couldn’t stop dreaming about it. The more he ingested the fragrant aromas and sweet smoke, the more he wanted it in his mouth. By the end of the week, he had packed his box of cigars without giving them another thought.
E-smoking had seemed like a ridiculous prospect initially, but now he was sold on it. It was how smoking would be revolutionized, and he saw the marketing potential behind it. He had even resolved to invest in an e-cig shop as soon as he settled in Miami. He was sure he’d find a couple of them downtown somewhere. The move was looking better and better.
As he tied several folding chairs together with twine and stored them beside the sealed box with the miniature tree in it, Mr. Carson took a deep puff and felt the whole room spin. His usual appreciation of the minty electric smoke took him to a place of temporary euphoria. He sat on the tree box while he waited for his head to come back down from the clouds.
Mrs. Carson, meanwhile, marched down the stairs with a stack of papers in hand. She was fanning herself with it.
“I wish you’d smoke outside,” she said.
Mr. Carson was puzzled. He scanned the room full of sealed boxes. Sometimes he didn’t understand his wife.
“Does it seem hot in here?” she asked.
Mr. Carson couldn’t tell, but he had noticed a change in temperature over the last few days.
“Did you mess with the thermostat?” he asked.
“No. Well, I set it down to seventy-two. But I mean, it feels hotter outside, too.”
He thought about the last time he had stepped outside. The snow had been melting for the last few days, and he hadn’t worn a jacket since the day he’d left the office for the last time. In fact, he couldn’t remember seeing anyone wearing a jacket since last Friday. People were typically bundled up in several layers of clothing by now.
“You check the weather?” he asked.
“Not yet.”
She went into the living room. A moment later, a newscaster’s voice echoed into the foyer. Mrs. Carson popped back into the hallway.
“The whole city’s experiencing a heatwave,” she said. “Weatherman’s baffled. This wasn’t in the forecast.”
“Guess we’ll miss a white Christmas no matter where we celebrate this year, huh?” He wasn’t happy about that if he were being
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