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      From the author of the award-winning novel You Can Do Magic: Carnival of Mysteries and Publisher’s Weekly BookLife quarterfinalist Earthquake Ethan comes a heartwarming holiday tale of found family and sacrifice. Two wildly opposite veterans connect over a shared love of art, rescue dogs, and a very special foster child.

      

      Air Force veteran Doug Cross has made a fresh start in the San Francisco Bay Area with a room on an urban farm, a thriving cyber security business, and a new spot in a goth punk band. He’s a helper by nature, so when his housemate mentions needing to raise funds for her dog rescue, he puts his artistic skills to work making goth-inspired dog accessories to sell at the Treasure Island craft fair. He also lends a helping hand to the artist in the next booth, and the two have a potential meet-cute…that quickly fizzles, leaving Doug wondering why his charming personality failed to make a new friend.

      

      Single foster dad Luther Sorenson is a disabled Marine veteran who is struggling to keep his family afloat—and himself literally on his feet. He’s selling his wood paintings at the fair when his body decides to quit on him, and he is forced to ask for help from the goth guy next door. It could have been humiliating, but Doug makes it easy, and Luther can’t stop thinking about him in between markets. Not his superb makeup skills, nor the way he rocks a utilikilt either.

      

      The two begin a tentative courtship, but as the seasons change and their responsibilities pile up, they’ll have to learn to strategize if they’re going to successfully navigate life with an adorable foster daughter, a grumpy rescue dog, and their crafty endeavors.

      

      Once Upon A Goth Dog Solstice is a part of the multi-author series Once Upon a Holiday Story. Each book can be read as a standalone and in any order. What links these books together is The Hook’s Book Nook Traveling Library, a library on wheels owned by two old ladies in love.
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      I miss the Skittles and Jolt Cola days. You are a gift and an inspiration. Much love.
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      Luther 

      

      Luther Sorenson’s daily morning routine involved pain, determination, and a lot of old man noises. He needed to work up the courage to straighten his legs, swing them over the side of the bed, and plant his feet on the floor if he was going to get through the day. If he got that far, then he’d push himself to shuffle to his yoga mat and go through the excruciating process of completing the PT exercises he’d been doing since the accident three years ago. This routine meant the difference between a day of crippling pain or manageable dull aches that would allow him to complete his tasks with minimal distraction.

      He’d never be in the shape he was in before the accident, but at least he could walk, could still move. He was fortunate. His VA benefits provided some assistance for nontraditional treatments, which was good, because none of the surgical options were guaranteed to work, and he was looking at a lifetime of managing debilitating pain. He struggled, but he’d do whatever was necessary in order to continue with his most important purpose…

      “I had a bad dream.”

      Eight-year-old Mila Saavedra stood in the doorway of Luther’s room with a stuffed dinosaur hanging limply from one hand. Her other hand was pressed against her stomach.

      Luther turned over and sat on his yoga mat with his arm out, gesturing for her to come closer. The brief seconds she hesitated to move toward the mat gutted him. Once she settled on a course of action, she approached him, not front on but coming around the mat to stand nearer his side. 

      “What happened in your dream?”

      Mila sat cross-legged and folded her hands in her lap with Terry D’actyl against her body. It was still tough to get her to make eye contact, but Luther knew better than to push that issue. It hadn’t worked with him as a young man, and he was determined not to make the same mistakes as the foster parents he’d lived with.

      “I went to school and no one was there to greet us. I went to my classroom and no one was there. No one came to take us to lunch. I sat at my desk all day, and no one came. And at the end of the day…” She ducked her head, and Luther heard the shaky breath she took in.

      “At the end of the day, I come to get you.”

      She shook her head. 

      Luther let out a breath. As much as he hated to revisit his past, Mila’s social worker, Miss Vanessa, told him from the start that building rapport with his foster daughter would likely require him to find ways to connect with her around their shared experiences. 

      The whole reason he’d become a foster parent was to help other kids avoid having those kinds of shared experiences. 

      “I used to have dreams like that, too.”

      She lifted her head long enough to look at him from under her thick bangs, and then she looked at his feet. “What did you do?”

      Luther definitely didn’t want to get into all of the negative ways he’d coped as a kid. That was in the past. But he could tell her about the ways he coped with life now. 

      “When I have bad dreams now, I exercise, or I go work in my studio. Those are things that make me feel better.” He let out a breath and thought how much he wished he could spend the day with Mila, but he’d signed on to work the art market on Treasure Island one weekend a month, and today was his first day. He’d gone over and parked his trailer in his spot the previous night, so he could scope the place out. He’d been a little nervous about registering to become a vendor, but once he’d stepped out of his truck and breathed in the San Francisco Bay breeze, he’d allowed himself the briefest moment of peace. The view of the San Francisco Bay at sunset was breathtaking, the weather was forecast to be mild, and he’d finally have a chance to see what—if any—kind of money he could make selling his wood paintings. 

      It had been his sister’s idea for him to try selling the art he usually reserved as gifts for his closest friends. Violet helped him research vendor opportunities, got him registered for this one, and helped him get everything set up to run a business. She volunteered to stay with Mila on the days he’d be at the fair. If he hadn’t already known how incredible his sister was, well…now he knew she was an absolute gift. 

      “I like to fix things,” Mila said quietly. She reached over and tentatively touched a tiny hole in the hem of his sweatpants. “My tummy feels better when things are all right.”

      Luther’s own stomach clenched at her words. “Mine does, too. What do you think would make things all right this morning?”

      She glanced at him under her bangs. “I wish I could sew,” she nearly whispered. “I could fix your pants.” 

      Luther wanted to reach out and take her hand, but Miss Vanessa had suggested he wait for her to engage with him when she was ready. She’d been with him for six months now, and they’d made huge progress, but he was determined to do everything right so she could have a chance to heal. He wanted to make things safe for her, give her a place to find herself. 

      “These old things?” He tugged at the cuff and showed her the inside. She gasped at the barely attached threads. “Don’t you worry about these. I’ve had them since before I was in the Marines.” There was a hitch in his voice as he mentioned his previous calling. He cleared his throat. “If you tried to sew these holes, the material would likely disintegrate in your fingers. Auntie Violet will be up soon. She’s an expert at sewing.”

      That got him a timid smile. “Would she teach me?”

      “I’m sure she will. She taught me.”

      Her eyes bugged out. “You know how to sew?”

      Luther let out an exaggerated sigh. “Marines know everything, remember?”

      She groaned and squeezed Terry tight. Then she turned him around and pointed to a seam on the critter’s back that was barely hanging on. “Do you think I can fix this?”

      Poor Terry had been through it. Luther had gently tried to replace him, but every morning he’d find Mila’s arms wrapped around the beat-up pterodactyl. He was the only toy she’d been able to bring with her when Miss Vanessa took her from her unsafe situation, and Luther knew the two of them had seen some shit together. 

      “I do. Now,” Luther said, looking at where she still had a hand on her stomach. “What can we do to fix your tummy?”

      She tilted her head as though it was a difficult decision, but Luther knew her answer.

      “Pancakes?”

      “As if it would be anything else. Come on,” he said, knowing that cutting his exercise time short would bite him in the ass later, but he was determined to give the world to this little girl, no matter the price he paid. 

      He managed to push himself up off the floor without cursing and he took it slow as he straightened his back, stretching his arms above his head. 

      Mila needed no prompting. She was out the door and humming on her way to the kitchen. Luther used his phone to start her playlist on the Echo in the kitchen and she squealed in delight, singing along to Etta James. His girls loved jazz, and since he’d give them just about anything they wanted, this special playlist was all they listened to.

      Luther had just served Mila’s pancakes with bananas when Violet joined them in the kitchen. She was a night nurse in the ER and was usually getting home at this time. Today she was dressed in workout clothes and hadn’t bothered with her usual elaborate makeup and hair.

      “Swapped shifts so I’d be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed for Miss Thing this morning.” She stuck her chin out and waited for Luther to kiss her cheek before he slid a plate in front of her. “How are you this morning, Miss Mee-la-la?”

      Mila giggled. “Good now. Auntie Violet? Can you teach me how to sew?”

      Luther’s stomach finally unclenched as Violet turned and smiled at him.

      “I’ve been dying for you to ask! Let’s eat, and then we’ll get started, little mama.”

      Mila lifted her shoulders and grinned. She made eye contact with Luther for the briefest moment, but long enough for him to see the joy in her gaze. 

      This morning might have started off rough, but things had come around.

      He had to keep the faith that they would continue to.

      He took a lightning-fast shower, dressed, and packed up his painting kit in case he didn’t have customers, so he’d have something to do. 

      “I’ll be home around seven,” he said, cringing at how long the day would be. “Mila, make sure you listen to Auntie Violet, and if you’re both good, maybe I’ll bring home treats.”

      He rarely kept sweets in the house, they were too much of a temptation for him, but he’d noticed that the spot next to his was a mini-donut vendor. 

      “Yes, sir,” Mila said, but instead of the soft-spoken voice full of fear she’d used when he first brought her to his house, her voice was bright, almost happy.

      “I’ll be such a good girl,” Violet said, batting her long fake eyelashes at him. Violet had been placed in the boys’ home where Luther had been living when they were both freshmen in high school. On her first day there, Luther had stepped in when other kids started talking shit about her makeup. The foster system hadn’t known what to do with a trans kid back then, so Luther made it his job to educate the others on how to treat her. It hadn’t taken long for them to respect her, and she took care of them all at one point or another when the group home staff was too busy to do so. They’d bonded over that and many more experiences, and when they’d both turned eighteen, they’d gotten a place together.

      She was the only family he had, until he’d decided it was time for him to give back and become a foster parent himself, and she agreed to support him however she could. Luther and Violet against the world. It was that way then, and it always would be. 

      He bent to kiss Violet’s cheek again, and then he stood next to Mila’s chair with his fist out. She’d typically gaze at it warily and then bump it with hers. This morning, she grabbed it with both hands, pulled it to her cheek, cuddling it for a second before she let it go to shove more pancakes into her mouth. 

      Slow and steady wins the race, soldier.

      

      The drive from Hayward this early on a Saturday morning only took about twenty-five minutes. Luther parked his F-150 in the vendor parking lot in a handicapped spot, which he hated to do. He rarely used his placard, but his spot was quite a hike from the lot. Luckily, he’d been able leave his trailer at the back of his space so he didn’t have to cart all of his wares in. He carried a backpack with his money box and the lunch he’d thrown together this morning, along with two large water bottles. Staying hydrated was key. 

      It took him an hour to set up his canopy and hang the mesh panels he’d built to display his paintings. He had to take frequent breaks to stretch his back. He’d tried to use the lightest materials possible and found two lightweight aluminum tables for the inside of the booth that he covered with simple black tablecloths. He hoped his art would speak for itself.

      He was just out the framed QR code signs that Violet had made for him, but when he opened his cash box, he realized the credit card reader he’d bought wasn’t inside. 

      This was a problem. He knew people didn’t carry cash much these days, and though Violet assured him the QR codes for the payment apps would do the work for him, he’d spent a lot of time figuring out the credit card reader. 

      He looked around his booth and sighed. He’d hoped to sell at least half of his paintings. Would this derail his plan?

      What might derail his focus was the loud laughter and music playing from the booth next to his. Goth Dog Rescue? He put his hands on his hips and peered through the mesh in between paintings to discover it was exactly what the sign said. 

      Dog collars and dog clothes. Dog treats. Dog bowls. All with a funny skull on them that had a mohawk. Huh. Then he spotted a large banner with pictures of dogs with handlers, a dog sitting in an airplane, and a QR code for donations to Goth Dog Rescue.

      Luther swallowed back a swell of emotion.

      It had been a long time since he’d been around a dog. Three years, to be exact.

      A man and a woman chatted excitedly and sang along to…The Ramones?…as they set up the booth, which was way more elaborate than Luther’s. And when the guy turned around, Luther gasped.

      The guy looked as if he’d be way more at home in a club than outdoors on a sunny day. With pale face makeup, elaborate black eye liner with glitter, black lipstick, and hair styled in a faux mohawk, he definitely fit the name and the artwork of their booth. His shirt was from a punk band, and his arms were covered with brightly colored tattoos Luther couldn’t make out from the distance between them.

      They were toned arms, though, and they were attached to a guy who definitely looked like he spent at least some time at the gym. Luther sighed. It had been a long time since he’d seen the inside of a gym. Even longer than the last time he’d spent with a dog. He missed that life, some days more than others. His life now was focused on providing stability for Mila and for himself, maintaining what little mobility he had and keeping extra pounds off that would exacerbate his condition, rather than packing on the muscle and pushing himself to build endurance for when he was deployed⁠—

      He suddenly remembered there was one more place he could look for the card reader. He hurried toward his cargo trailer, which he’d bought used from a Marine pal before his injury, to haul his motorcycle. He was glad to have it now, though the motorcycle was long gone. He could eventually kit it out and make a mobile sales trailer if he wanted. He climbed through the barn doors in the back and attempted to step over the wagon he’d packed just in case he needed to carry his things far and his leg decided…nah.

      Not today, soldier.
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      Doug

      

      Doug stepped back and took in the glory of the Goth Dog Rescue booth. 

      He wished he’d had time to airbrush a sign for the top of the pop-up canopy, but for now, they’d just use the one Dinah had been using that had the name spelled out in a basic font, and then had an illustrated dog face on the side. At least the dog had a mohawk.

      “We’re going to make a killing today,” Dinah said, hip-bumping Doug. “I cannot thank you enough for coming onboard.”

      Doug smiled at her and shrugged. “No thanks necessary. You’re letting me stay with you and giving me an outlet for my art, which keeps me out of trouble, honestly.”

      Dinah Shaw was Doug’s cousin’s girlfriend and she ran Goth Dog Rescue out of her family’s urban farm. The rescue had been running on donations up ’til now, with a little help from the homemade dog treats Dinah made. Thankfully, Bay Area folks were happy to support the cause, but shortly after moving in with the Shaws, Doug had had a drunken revelation while partying with his cousins Marianne and Matt, and Matt’s husband Zack, at the Shaws’ farm. 

      Goth Dog Accessories. 

      He was a whiz with a sewing machine, an airbrush, a riveter, and plenty of other tools, as well as having a knack for turning leftover stuff into works of art, which could be sold for additional funds to go to the rescue. They were starting out with collars, airbrushed bodysuits, and wall signs with the new logo he’d designed, plus he’d brought his equipment so he could personalize all of the items. He had loads of ideas, but today was their test run. 

      “I bet we sell out by noon,” Dinah said, looking at her watch. “You got this for a minute? I’m going to go check on Cecily.”

      Dinah’s sister raised goats on the farm. She used the milk they produced to make soaps and body lotions. She had her own booth at today’s fair, as well as selling her goods weekly at the local farmer’s market. Dinah would be going between the booths today to help out with sales, which was fine. Doug was comfortable with the sales point and the pitches about their goods and the dog rescue.  

      He was taking one last look at their set-up when he heard a crash and muffled swearing from the booth next door to theirs. 

      “Need a hand?” he called out, moving quickly. The booth had large mesh panels affixed to the sides of a canopy, as well as tables in a U-shape to display intricate nature paintings on pieces of wood of all sizes. The owner of the booth had a silver cargo trailer at the back of his space, and that seemed to be where the muffled cursing was coming from. Doug peeked around the side and was greeted by a back covered in plaid flannel. 

      “Hey,” he said, his voice low to hopefully not spook the guy, but that failed.

      The man stood and tried to turn, swore again, smacked his head, and stumbled backward.

      “Whoa.” Doug caught the larger man’s weight as he fell backward out of the trailer, which thankfully wasn’t too high off the ground. He steadied the man as he got his feet under him. “You all right, man?”

      “What are you doing back here?” 

      The voice didn’t quite match the appearance, which was serving grumpy lumberjack or maybe curmudgeonly stuck-in-the-’90s grunge fan. No, the man’s voice was soft-spoken, despite his gruff expression. He did not appear thankful or welcoming. 

      Doug pulled his hands back as the man angrily stepped out of his grasp, but then the guy crumbled a bit, his hand going to his lower back, and he leaned against the trailer while letting out a long breath.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you,” Doug said, trying to let his shiny personality warm up this interaction. “I recognized someone speaking my language and thought I’d offer assistance.”

      The guy turned without straightening to his full height, which appeared to be a couple of inches taller than Doug’s five-nine. 

      “English?” The guy lifted his lip à la Billy Idol. He had a dark blond buzz cut that looked as if it was a few weeks past a haircut and a matching beard that could use some taming, but his hazel-green eyes were sharp, as if he was accustomed to being on alert. Former military maybe? Doug glanced at the trailer again and…ah. USMC sticker.

      “Ah, no, well, I meant Frustrated Male. That is, if male is how you identify. I shouldn’t assume.” Doug gave a nervous laugh. He usually didn’t have trouble winning over new folks, but this one seemed to have a fortress up meant to keep cheeriness away. “I’m already set up, so I thought I’d see if you needed any help?” 

      The guy winced, and then managed to stand upright. “I’m fine. I…I was looking for something. It’s a tight fit in that trailer.”

      “Sure, for someone your size.” Doug knew he shouldn’t be taking the opportunity to admire the tight fit of the man’s pants. He really should be a better human than this, but here we are. “Would you like me to look?” It was better to be helpful than to ogle, right? 

      The guy cursed again and planted his hands on his hips. “It’s the thing for the credit cards. Forget it. They’re about to open the gates. I’ll get along without it.”

      Doug felt bad for the guy. “If you have Venmo, they have a tap function now. I could show you.”

      “I’m good.” The guy stood and moved to the rear of his booth, where he could see all the customers but not necessarily chat with them.

      “Okay. Is this your first event? It’s my first time. My roommate has been doing this for a while, but I’m new.” Big smile, big smile. How can he resist? And not even from a queer perspective. Doug was just the kind of guy who made everyone smile. Well, unless you were of the goth-hating variety, what with his shaggy, dyed-black hair and his daily use of makeup. Today he’d dressed in tight black pants with zippers up and down the legs, lime green Dr. Martens, and a Misfits tee with the arms cut low on the sides. “I’m so glad we got a spot for this market. It’s gorgeous here.”

      Doug had a habit of turning on the verbal hose and blasting folks with it when he first met them, and this guy was apparently his latest victim.

      But the man didn’t respond. He stood there staring at Doug, bewildered, until the first group of customers started filtering into their aisle.

      “Welp, if you need anything,” Doug said, realizing he’d definitely overdone it, backing up toward his booth. “And have a great day…?”

      The guy nodded at him with a frown, missing Doug’s attempt at asking his name, and then he started adjusting his paintings. Doug checked out the ones hanging nearest the wall separating their booths as he passed by, and he was suddenly transfixed. 

      The guy had taken pieces of fresh-cut wood with the bark still on the outside, and he’d painted lovely forest scenes with flowers and sunshine, mushrooms and moonlight…there were even some fairy houses hidden in the shadows of giant redwoods. Oh, Doug would definitely be buying one before the end of the day. There was an almost whimsical quality to his work, as if it would appeal to nature lovers and children alike.

      Doug turned to say something, but the guy was pounding his thumbs into his phone, his forehead creased with an almost caricaturish depth from his scowl. Doug glanced around once more to see if the guy had a name on his booth, but there was nothing.

      “Dougie! You’ve got customers!”

      Dinah was bouncing on her toes as two women stood at their designated pay station, their arms loaded with collars, bodysuits, and dog bowls. They each held leashes with black and white King Charles Cavaliers attached. Such cute pups. Doug had always been a big animal lover, and living with the Shaw sisters had been paradise. Between the farm animals and the foster dogs, there was always a critter to cuddle with, something he desperately needed in his life. Who could survive without cuddles?

      “Awesome. Would you like any of that personalized?”

      “Oh my goodness, yes, please! Could you? For Mugsy and Mojo?” 

      Doug grinned at the names. “Absolutely.” He went around the table to the station he’d set up for personalizing. It was behind their booth, so he didn’t get paint anywhere it shouldn’t be. “We can put them aside to dry, and you can come back before you leave the market to pick them up.”
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