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To the unexpected knock on the door at Christmastime in hope that it is someone that you love coming home for the holidays

Where We Used To Live
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Thank you for the gift of falling in love with the magic of controlling dancing electrons and for the mystery of radio transmission to inspire the story, “Snow on the Capacity Hat.” From that story, the other stories took root and this collection became a reality. 

“Where we used to live is where a part of me will always stay.”

Paul John Hausleben

November 2022
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I originally wrote this collection of stories around the beginning of the holiday season of the year 2019 intending to publish the stories as an anthology in successive volumes. The theme of the stories remained in and around the holiday season, and at first, I thought we could use a cliché type of title of “Home for the Holidays” or something similarly worn out and commonplace. In retrospect, I am very happy that I did not succumb to the cliché or the commonplace!

For some reason, of which I am not quite sure of, nothing about the collection fit into what we were working on at the time, nor did they fit the direction of our publications at the time of the completion of the stories. Furthermore, I also felt most of the stories were weak and overly sappy in nature; therefore, I banished the stories to the PJH story vault, and we scrapped the entire project.

Somewhere along the line, I recalled them and when I was searching for two anchor stories for my collection, Flashes, Sparks, and Shorts, I dug them out of the vault and revisited them. In the basic storylines, they seemed as if they worked for what we needed; I just needed to add a little harder edge to the stories. After an extensive rewrite and a substantial reduction in the sentiment and sappiness, two of the original stories made it into the pages of Flashes, Sparks, and Shorts, Book One and two more made it into the pages of Flashes, Sparks, and Shorts, Book Two. Another story worked well for an updated version and the republication of one of my Christmas Books, Ye Olde Book Shoppe, as a victim of marketing for a bonus story. Because of the popularity of the stories and several emails and requests from readers, we finally felt as if the stories did have some merit, and we decided to publish the series in a stand-alone collection. Aside from the original group of stories published in other books, there are two, until now, unpublished stories that were part of the original project.

This collection consists of novellas and novelettes with each story revolving around the central theme of returning home for Christmas. They utilize Christmas and the holiday season as a setting and I feel as if they capture the spirit and magic of the holidays. Christmas invokes prominent emotions, with both happiness and sadness touching our soul; however, of all the many wonderful aspects of the Christmas season, there is nothing quite as special as when a loved one returns home for Christmas. Especially so if the loved one has been away for a long amount of time.

Sometimes, it is not a physical return home, but it is a return within the person’s mind. I tried to capture that spirit here within these stories.

I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed the experience of writing them.
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Paul John Hausleben

04 November 2022
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Prologue
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The electrical cord only had two prongs.

He thought about how that was an indication of just how old the radio actually was, and most likely, having only two prongs on the plug and not having a ground prong was a safety hazard. He vaguely recalled from his days of toying with electronics, radios, and televisions, something about the radio chassis potentially being “hot” in terms of electrical voltages because the old power supplies did not have the isolation between the alternating current electrical input voltages and the cabinet and chassis, as did the newer radios. He did not care. When he spotted it on the shelf in the thrift store and the tag stated that the “radio works perfectly” he had to purchase it. It brought back such amazing memories. His father had a radio exactly like this one. It sat on a table in the living room and his father sat in his easy chair next to the radio and carefully tuned the band to listen to music, sports, and news.

He had vivid memories of his father sitting there in his chair, listening to the old radio while smoking his pipe, and he recalled how his father would close his eyes and he would become lost in the magic of radio.

The F.M. radio band did not exist in this era, there was only the A.M. radio band, but the A.M. band could receive some distant stations on clear winter evenings, and a great part of the fun was to see how many distant stations that you could receive. When you heard a weak and distant signal, you would anxiously wait for the announcer to state the radio station’s call letters and location. You could dream about visiting such places one day. When you are a ten-year-old boy growing up in Paterson, New Jersey, then, Chicago, Illinois seems as if it might be on the other side of the world. The static and crackle and pops were all part of the magic of the capturing of the distant signals.

Of all the memories of the old radio, the ones that stuck in his mind the most were of the old radio loudly playing Christmas music during the holiday season. His father always tuned to a station that played continuous Christmas music from Christmas Eve until midnight on Christmas Day and it was pure magic to hear the glorious tunes emitting from the old radio and filling the room and his family’s hearts with Christmas spirit. Now, he had a radio just like his father’s radio, it was only a few weeks until Christmas Day and he planned to recapture his past by tuning the band at night in hopes of capturing a station playing Christmas music and filling his mind and heart with magic.

He carefully plugged the electrical plug on the end of a brittle and stiff electrical cord into the wall socket, leaned back in his chair, reached for the on and off switch and turned the old porcelain knob to the on position. A loud “click” and the soft illumination of the glow of the pilot light for the tuning dial told him that power was now inside the radio. A musty smell of dust burning off the vacuum tubes filled the air and he stood up and readied his hand to pull the plug out of the wall if the radio exploded into flames. The yellow glow of the tubes inside the cabinet added to the magic, and then slowly, a soft rush of static sounded out of the speaker, he sat down, confident that the radio was not a fire hazard and when he fiddled with the tuning knob, he heard more than static. First, it was a voice then it was a musical jingle for a commercial. It was an automobile dealership peddling cars and the man’s face broke into a wide smile.

The incredible magic of this simple radio had brought the man home once more. To the old house on a side street off Wayne Avenue in Paterson, New Jersey. To an old living room with wallpaper with flowers and stems printed upon it. He saw his father’s face, he smelled the captivating allure of his pipe tobacco, he heard his mother call that dinner was ready and heard the bedroom door of his sister’s room upstairs open and close, and then he heard the footsteps of his kid sister upon the staircase of their home.

He was returning home once more.

To his family. To their hearts. 

To the glory of it all.

His smile grew wider and his eyes flickered in the light of the dial lamp as he thought how he was returning, ‘To the place where we used to live.’
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Where We Used To Live


Story One


Christmas on Weather’s Mountain


[image: ]


[image: image]

It was late October, and the sun crept low over the top of Weather’s Mountain. Another day ended and a wave of wind and cold swept in to usher in the nightfall. The wind spun and chased in and amongst the standing rows of evergreen trees. A special wind always blew on the top of Weather’s Mountain. This was a powerful wind, and it had been present here for much longer than the mountain had a name and it blew equally hard in all directions. It was as if this wind was a storyteller in its whistling. The wind told stories of old; it told stories of the present and whispered tales of the future. It blew fiercely across the needles of the evergreen trees, and the power of the wind worked some of the dried needles loose, and scattered them into piles on the ground. Piles of past glory in order to give way to the fresh growth.

Perpetual change is endless and necessary in this world.

While the wind told its many stories, the day faded into nighttime glory. The perpetual change worked that way here on the top of this glorious mountain. A mountain that seemed as if its edges touched the very edges of Heaven and it reached down and kissed the sunlight goodbye while it faded. The wind was a beckoning; a pronunciation and it brought peace. Peace to rest, peace to dream, and peace to tell this weary world that a new day will dawn. So, it goes, the ebb and flow of the day, the hard work of the wind, the setting of the sun, and the piles of the past gathered at the bases of majestic evergreen trees, all combined in majesty, while representing life on Weather’s Mountain. On and on it all went until the sun set low over the ridge and the darkness prevailed. The wind subsided, and the night allowed rest because tomorrow a new day arrives and so does the joy of what a new day always brings upon many human hearts.
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“I am sorry, Dale . . . but the summer was awful as far as business goes, and we just did not make the numbers we expected. Late yesterday afternoon, the order came down from the top for me to make the hard choices and for me to cut the staffing in the accounting department.”

I knew this was going to be a lousy day. Even as a kid, I never enjoyed Halloween. My boss, or actually and technically, my former boss, since I was in the process of being laid off or canned, was not offering a treat for Halloween and I am not sure if this made up a trick or not.

“This has nothing to do with your job performance, your work was top-notch but this is more of a last hired, first to go type of thing.”

Ah, no treat. Definitely a trick. My former boss leaned in, flashed a phony sad face, and followed it with a wave of a paper envelope that he picked off his desk.

He spoke once more, “Unfortunately, we are loaded with junior accountants and there are no other openings that you qualify for . . . therefore, this is a lay-off situation. Based upon your year or so of service there is a very fair and generous severance package with all the details contained here in this envelope as well as all the instructions on how to pick up your health care benefits and such. I am sorry. Good luck. You will nail an exceptional recommendation from us. This is, of course, nothing personal, but security will help you load your belonging and escort you out of the building.” He cleared his throat and forced a three-dollar-bill-smile. “Ah, it is just—you know, ah, standard procedure.”

I simply stared at him before I finally gathered my thoughts and blinked twice before speaking, “Okay, I get it, but ah, ya know . . . youse guys asked me to move out here because you needed me. I came to California from the New Jersey office because you . . . yourself . . . told me that you could not find junior accountants with my skill level. You told me in my annual review at the end of summer that I was a rising star in this worldwide corporation that was about to set the world on fire.”

I picked the envelope out of his hand, waved it in the air to show my annoyance with his reasoning, and looked at the weasel-faced dope with some dark intent in my eyes. My former boss was so full of bullshit it flowed out of every orifice of his body. I know this lay-off was because he knew that I was too good at my job and the word was that he always dumped any threats to his own position. Yes, work was slow, but it would pick up in a month or so as the Christmas deluge hit us and as far as my annual review goes—I was telling the truth. Those were his exact words when they brought me to California. This guy not only had a terrible comb-over, but he had bad breath. He always did, and now the office smelled like his exhales. Yuck. I needed to get the hell out of here. Fast.

“Well, Dale, that was then, and this is now. Business flow and future financial projections dictate our staffing. You are a man of numbers. I am sure that you understand. Goodbye and good luck, now.”

Upon hearing those incredibly deep, profound and well thought out words, I stood up and extended my hand and he reached for it and shook my hand like the wimp that he was. Now, I just wanted to get out of here. My old man was right; California is full of wacky left-wing liberals and nutcases. But, man, oh man, I was going to miss the weather. Not the high cost of living or paying thirty-two dollars for a pizza pie, and four bucks for a gallon of gas, because these maniacs out here in California never met a tax that they did not make love to, but I was going to miss the weather. In an honest outpouring of my inner soul and spilling of profound honesty, I might also pine for and lust over in my dreams for Mattie the cute receptionist, but that was about it. 

“Yeah, well, thanks. See ya. Happy Halloween.”

I turned on my heels, walked out into the hallway and met the security officer who nodded at me and I pointed toward my cubicle. He followed me without saying a word. None of my so-called friends and coworkers even looked my way. Everyone had their heads down and I could not blame them. I really only had a few items of my own at my former cubicle and desk, and it took me all of two seconds to gather up my car keys and my apartment keys. I grabbed one picture off my desk and stuffed it in my jacket pocket. It was a small picture. Small, but right now it was the most important picture in the entire world. This picture symbolized my feelings right now, and it displayed the place where my heart was, or I should say where my heart always lives. An IT engineer was already there exporting files off my desktop. He looked at me, and blinked but he did not say a word. The security officer shrugged his shoulders and narrowed his eyes at me. He seemed puzzled and surprised that all I picked up were keys and one picture.

“That is, it?” Mr. Security asked while he pointed at the picture.

“Yup. The rest of this shit, ya can chuck.”

He nodded and asked, “Home? I mean . . . the picture looked like a farmhouse or something?”

I pulled the picture out of my pocket and tilted it for the security officer to see it.

He stared in and smiled while mumbling, “Nice.”

“It is a farmhouse. Yes, it is, home. That is where I am heading back to now. Home. Weather’s Mountain, New Jersey. Warren County. God’s country. You can stick this four-dollar a gallon gas and these out-of-control taxes where the sun doesn’t shine.”

He leaned back and seemed puzzled. His voice had an air of inquiry in it.

“I knew that you had a northeast accent, but a farmhouse in New Jersey? Really? I did not even know there were farms in New Jersey. Weathers? Isn’t that your last name?” Mr. Security looked at my walking papers that he held in his hand as if he needed to confirm my name.

“Yes, there is more to New Jersey than the New Jersey Turnpike. Ya gotta get off the beaten path. Home is Weather’s Christmas Tree Farm and Garden Center, and yes, the town is my family name. Weathers have been there forever. In the middle of seemingly endless rural enclaves of nothing. At one time, I could not wait to leave New Jersey, and now, I need to return to where I used to live. Can’t wait to get home.”

“A Christmas Tree Farm. Sounds nice. Good luck to you, Mr. Weathers.”

“Thanks.”

We shook hands; he nodded and waved for me to follow him.

I stopped and asked, “Say . . . is it okay, if we go out the side door here? I don’t want to see Mattie at the front desk.”

He smiled and waved for the change of direction and off we went. He went back to his security post and I took the first steps to return to where I used to live. I needed to call my old man and tell him the good news. I just lost my job making one-hundred and forty-five thousand dollars a year, and I never felt better in my life. I would be heading home just in time for the Christmas tree harvesting season, and I bet the old man could use my help. Screw computers and stupid-ass spreadsheets. I longed for the mountain and Christmas trees lined up as far as the eye could see. Rows upon rows of trees. Fir trees, blue spruces and pines. My family heritage. The mountain with our name upon it. Christmas! Christmas trees! 

Corporate America was total bullshit, and after eight years mired within the grips of its evil madness, I knew it was time to escape. This lay-off was an early Christmas present. It was very clear to me that I wasted nearly eight years of my life. Four years in college, accumulating debt with student loans that are like a backpack of rocks that I tote around with every step of my life, a few months of a silly internship, and now, four more wasted years in this bullshit corporation being a so-called rising star. A star that just exploded into a black hole.

I now knew what my old man knew years ago, when he told me to stay at home, work the mountain and keep the family legacy alive. My old man was a smart man. Smarter than I will ever be or ever hope to be.

While I walked across the employee parking lot for the last time and headed toward my car, I had a mile-wide smile planted on my face. I felt marvelous.

Happy Halloween indeed.

Screw Halloween. Furthermore, Mattie, as cute and as bubbly as she is, could not hold a candle to a certain, beautiful young gal who once lived in Weather’s Mountain, New Jersey. 

Where we used to live.
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Olivia Braxton deeply sighed and followed the sigh with a frown while she looked at her daily tip sheet for credit card sales.

Olivia spoke aloud with her frustration at the day’s meager revenue, “Thirty-eight dollars. And, today, no cash tips! It seems as if no one uses cash any more. Okay, bus fare is three dollars and I have to eat . . . discounted, nevertheless, I have to eat. That makes this a thirty-dollar day. Wow! Knocking down the walls of the world, you are, Olivia Braxton. Knocking down the walls.” Olivia shook her head, crumbled the paper and stuffed it in her purse.

“What’s the matter, honey? Lean and mean day at Shackleford’s English Pub?” 

Olivia looked up to see Irene Spaulding, the oldest bartender and server on the wait staff, observing Olivia from behind the bar. Irene was wiping the bar counter and carefully watching, Olivia. She had one eye on her work and one eye on Olivia. Irene was the surrogate mother to the entire flock of young wait staff working the floor of Shackleford’s English Pub.

‘Some English pub,’ Olivia thought . . . ‘the actual owners were Greeks.’

“Yes, Irene. Lean and mean. Just the same as my life is. Lean and mean, except for my bills. My bills are not lean but being factual, they are mean.”

Irene nodded and her long red hair waved all around her while she continued to wipe at the counter. Irene was in her mid-fifties and she was still a knockout. A perfect figure, a gorgeous face with high cheekbones, glowing green eyes, and a very warm smile. Her tips were always overflowing because Irene played the business executives at lunch like fine violins. They threw cash at her hoping to receive an invitation for “quality time” from the gorgeous bartender. Young men, old men, all of them acting the same and Irene flirted with the men just enough to keep them interested but never allowed them a step farther. Olivia never heard Irene mention a man in her life. She had heard rumors that she was a widow, but one of the wait staff told Olivia that she indeed had a man in her life. A much younger and stunningly handsome man. 

‘Good for her,’ Olivia thought. ‘She does better than I do in the romance department. Then again, everyone does.’

Irene was an expert bartender and server, and in Olivia’s opinion, her own skills were nowhere near Irene’s expert skills at milking the tips and dollars from patrons. Olivia felt as if she did not have the appearance or the personality, nor did she possess the attributes to be as successful as Irene was. Oh sure, Olivia thought that while she was not unattractive, there was no way she was the knockout like Irene is. Olivia’s blonde hair usually was a victim of the weather and it was slightly unmanageable, so Olivia conceded defeat and usually tied it in a ponytail and left it that way. In her opinion, her figure was so-so. Just okay. Her eyes were too dark and her cheekbones too low. She was too skinny; her hips were not very wide, and she was too tall for her frame. Her breasts were perky and not too small—Olivia was not exactly flat chested—but she certainly did not have Irene’s chest. Wearing something low-cut in the neckline department and leaning in as Irene did to give them a “hint at the twin peaks of glory” to entice tips would not work very well. There are push-ups bras and pads but they can’t work miracles. Either you have it or you don’t. Oh sure, Olivia got hit on by some male patrons, and received quite a few requests for her telephone number and contact information, but when compared to Irene, Olivia was in the minor leagues. Olivia felt her best attribute was her smile and maybe her backside. Last week, she got a quick ego-boost from a regular, a middle-aged entrepreneur, named Ray, who commented that she had an amazing ass. Ordinarily, Olivia would have been embarrassed and angry at the sexist remark, however, Ray was a little tipsy and celebrating the closing of a lucrative business deal. He always tipped her well and he was not an obnoxious guy. Olivia recalled what her mother told her years ago. That too much alcohol releases inner feelings that people ordinarily might not share. Considering all those factors, she chalked it up that Ray spoke the truth and she just might have an amazing ass. Today, Olivia badly needed the ego boost that the memory provided because this thirty-dollar day was not going very far in the confidence department.

“The weather is not helping, my dear. My day was off today, too. It will pick up now that we creep closer to the holidays,” Irene commented, and she pointed out the window at the rainy and wind-swept city streets. New York City was so unforgiving in many ways.

“C’mon, I am almost off-shift. Once Reilly relieves me, let’s go grab a drink around the corner and share some girly-girl talk,” Irene followed the suggestion with a warm smile. “My treat, honey,” Irene quickly added as if she read Olivia’s mind over her severe lack of funds.

Twenty minutes or thereabouts later, Irene and Olivia sat at a high-top table in a quiet and dark corner of the bar area of the nearby Angelo’s Italian Restaurant. This corner of the restaurant was especially dark; lights seemed to be optional and, on the walls, hung artwork and photographs with various scenes of Italy and historic places. The Vatican, the countryside in Italy, a map of the country and an oil painting of the Leaning Tower of Pisa. How Olivia’s mood was today, the tower seemed to lean a little more than ever. Soft Italian music floated out of some ceiling speakers and floated throughout the restaurant.

“This place is perfect.” Irene flashed a smile while she tilted her glass of red wine and took a sip, “No howling wolves of men panting over us.” With a quick thumb in the bar's direction, Irene showed that the male population was less than inspired by their presence. “Lookie over there. Most of them are half-asleep in their drinks and they are one or two days away from being measured for coffins.”

Olivia laughed at Irene’s accurate description of the late afternoon crowd at this neighborhood haunt and she toyed with the stem of her wineglass while commenting, “If they were awake, or these guys here were not half-dead, they would howl over you, Irene. Not me. Nothing to howl about over here.”

“Oh, nonsense, you are a cutie. A stunning little darling, Olivia. Curly blonde hair almost to your shoulders, a great figure, knockout ass and swaying hips and a magnificent smile combined with your incredible smarts and you can generate great conversation to boot. What more can a man possibly want in a woman? You are the entire package. Sensing that her companion was feeling a little more than just a down in the dumps sort of day, Irene studied Olivia over the top of her wine glass.

Rather than taking a sip of her wine, Irene set the wine glass down and asked, “Please, remind me once more, what the goal is?”

The question puzzled, Olivia and her narrowed eyebrows caused Irene to sense her vagueness with the question and quickly added, “I mean . . . your goal? In life? In work? Surely, it is not to wait tables all your life. I recall you went to school and that you are a Jersey gal. Remind me of your story.” Irene waved her hands in the air to emphasize the importance of answering the question and beginning the conversation. Olivia tried not to laugh at her friend’s quintessential New York City behavior. Impatience layered with tenderness. Olivia was a Jersey girl, but she was from rural Warren County, a location far from any city influences.

“Yes, I came here from rural Warren County, New Jersey, with stars in my eyes. Warren County is unlike the New Jersey that you can see from here while looking across the river. It is farms and trout streams and small-town life and quiet and gorgeous. People misunderstand New Jersey. I studied marketing with art and some photography in my back pocket as minor courses. Went to school here in the city and I am afraid it was a total waste of my mother’s hard-earned money and a colossal waste of time too. My actual degree is in marketing. I love art and photos, but it seems as if it is not really a practical way to make a living. Marketing is more practical, but the field is so competitive. I think everyone nowadays has a degree in marketing and sales. Now, everyone tells me I need an MBA. More money, more loans, more time. It is layers of madness and insurmountable debt now. When my marketing efforts turned up dry, I shifted gears, focused on the photography and my creative skills, and thought that perhaps, I could combine the creative side with my marketing side. I thought that I could find a job with a famous magazine and set the world on fire. As you can see, things did not quite work out how I thought. To say the least.”

Irene nodded and took a sip of her wine. It was easy to tell that Irene’s mind was processing the story of Olivia Braxton.

“You said you spent your mother’s hard-earned money on school. Not your parents?”

“Well, I guess, my parents. My father passed away suddenly from a heart attack when I was nine and my mother and my aunt took over the family business. Braxton’s Market and General Store. It is located dead in the center of town. On the main street. We sell a little of everything. It has been in our family for years. The only grocery and general store in Weather’s Mountain, New Jersey. You do not have many choices in our little town. If you want food or general supplies, either you ride to Philipsburg to shop at one of the big chain stores, or you shopped at Braxton’s . . . so we made a decent living there. I should have listened to my mother, remained at home and ran the family store. College is such a waste. They sell you such a bill of goods. Do you know that I never even had an actual interview in my preferred line of work? Now, I have these horrible student loans to pick up the tab for when my mother’s money ran dry.”

“Olivia, I am sorry about your father's passing. Especially harsh since you were so young, but it sounds as if you are all strong, independent women in your family and made it work. I admire your perseverance and your family’s strength.” Irene looked at their nearly empty glasses and waved in the air at them. “Wait . . . we are going to need refills. There is no way in hell that this is a one wine story.” Irene downed the rest of her wine, turned and she waved to the bartender, flashed a smile and his eyes went from her smile to her amazing chest that was nearly bursting out of her blouse. The bartender smiled, nodded, and within a few brief minutes, he delivered another round.

“Thank you, Emilio. You are da best,” Irene complimented the bartender who lingered for a second, ran his hand through his thick black hair, set his eyes in a quick flash on Olivia and then scooted back to his post behind the bar. Olivia made a note of Emilio’s reaction and his quick study of her. Perhaps she was not so humdrum after all.

Irene took a sip of the refreshed wine and said, “I think for an engineer, or a doctor, nurse, scientist, lawyer, ya know, elite professionals, college is required, but I get what you mean about art and marketing. Your family probably taught you more about marketing in the family store than a professor ever could. A professor with only classroom experience.”

Olivia nodded in agreement of Irene’s wise words, and she downed the last of her first wine and grabbed the refill.

“Exactly. Now, I struggle to make rent every month and pay my bills even with a roommate. Forget the student loans! I will never pay those suckers back in ten lifetimes. I still fill out employment applications online and spend my evenings, alone, surfing the internet on my laptop for jobs and glory.”

“Alone? No men in your life, my dear Olivia.”

Olivia took a long sip of her wine. It was difficult to admit to this gorgeous fifty-something-hottie that there not only were no men in her life, but the fact was that she honestly could not even recall the last date that she had. Maybe back in her senior year at college . . . or longer.

“No men. None. I think that I am stuck in my past in so many ways. I always compare every man that I meet to one man.”

Irene took a slow and careful sip of her wine while she lifted her eyes and studied the young woman sitting opposite her.

A gentle smile broke across Irene’s face and when she finished with her sip of wine, Irene commented, “Ah, yes. Perhaps, we now are drilling down to the root of the matter. The one genuine love. The downfall of all of us, hopeless romantics. We are always searching for the perfect love, which never exists, and when you search for it then that is the one sure-fire way never to find it. Often, it is right there in front of you all the time. My dear Olivia, you must know by now that while I do not have a degree earned in some prestigious school . . . I do have something much more coveted. Real-life experience. All longtime bartenders dabble in psychology. There are not too many stories that I have not waded into during my many years of slinging the drinks and pouring the pours. I have heard it all, from lost loves, to lost puppies, to rekindled loves, to Mama’s boys who never grow up, to the bad boy who is in prison but I still love him because he is not so bad, you name it and I have heard the story.” Irene leaned in, placed her elbows on the table and rested her chin in her hands. A classic bartender’s pose. With widened eyes, Irene said, “Please, tell me more.”

Olivia smiled, and she knew that Irene was correct. Most of the psychology majors she went to school with, all tended bar now. The two occupations overlapped.

With a sigh, Olivia explained, “Irene, there was a very special young man back home. We went to school together since kindergarten and I think that I loved him even back then. He was tall and amazingly handsome and captivating, and when he held me, and kissed me or just held my hand, my heart would go all fluttery. Honestly, when he simply walked by me, my heart would go fluttery. We were together from childhood. We grew up as sweethearts and we were always in love. Seldom apart. In fact, never apart.” Olivia’s eyes wandered, and she took a sip of wine to capture her thoughts and hold her emotions. She failed because tears rimmed her eyes and Irene sat back in her chair and allowed Olivia the moment. “Then, it was silly doubts that filled my heart and my mind. After all, we were just small-town sweethearts. He was all that I ever knew. I knew it was love, but was there more or was there someone else out there for me. There are handsome and sexy men all over this wide world. Wanderlust crept into my heart and soul. Should I spread my wings? High school guidance counselors fill you with propaganda on what your goals in life should be. Aim for the stars! It is an enormous world out there waiting for you to conquer it! Was, I too young to be so in love? I decided that I was and my timing was awful.”

Olivia toyed with the stem of her wine glass, studied the eyes and face of her older, wiser, and in this case, at this small table in an Italian restaurant, while sipping wine, her drinking-buddy-psychologist.

“Timing. How was the timing awful?” Irene asked as her eyebrows narrowed in curiosity of the answer.

“Well, when we were both seniors in high school and nearing graduation, I lost my virginity to him in a night of indescribable passion. Then, a short time later, after the greatest night of my entire life, I was stupid and dumb and told him that I did not want to get too serious since we were both planning on leaving to go to college. For an added measure of stupidity and hurt, I told him that our making love was a huge mistake, and it was simply because of teenage lust rather than it was because of love. It broke his heart, but he still wanted to stay in touch even if we were at different schools. He wanted a long-distance romance, but I told him that I did not want any romance right now. Then, to make it even worse, at our high school graduation party, I lost my mind and was overly snuggly with the quarterback on the football team and my ex saw us. I hurt him deeply. There was no going back after that. We reached the point of no return.”

Olivia stopped speaking, and now, her eyes manifested official tears that she wiped away with the table napkin. 

Irene only squeaked out a low and almost inaudible, “Ouch. Yes, rather poor timing, and harsh words too, dear Olivia. Sorry, honey, but you need the truth on this one, no sugar-coated bullshit.”

Olivia nodded, composed her emotions, tossed the napkin aside and continued, “He went to find his dreams and I went to find mine. Now I know that no one else captured my heart as he did. I think that no one ever will. He never will know how much I cared and loved him, and maybe, I still care and love him. Who knows, right? Why do we do stupid things? Why do we chase silly dreams?”

Irene nodded and asked in a low whisper, “Can I ask . . . how old you are?”

“I am, twenty-six, Irene.”

“Seems as if you have had little time to do too many stupid things. Wait until you get to be my age and then you will look back and recall a slew of endless stupid things that you did. I could organize a parade of stupidity, of which I would be the Grand Marshall. There are no silly dreams, baby. Only wonderful dreams. Now, honey, let Irene tell you something. Twenty-six-years of age, well, it might seem old, but it is not old. Believe me, I am just an old hippie chick from Brooklyn, and I have B.S. to hang on my wall and those initials don’t stand for any piece of paper, but I have walked around a few of these blocks in my time. You have your entire life ahead of you. You are smart, you are gorgeous, even if you think you are not, and you have a special place in your life. A place that is near and dear to you and always will be. Not all of us have that.”

“Have what, Irene? A special place?”

“Yes. A place where you used to live. I wish that you could be me and see your eyes flicker when you speak of your home. It is very special to witness, and it warms my heart to see it. You have a special home. I know that I don’t. Where I grew up is gone forever. In every way. It is as if it is dried and pressed flowers tucked inside a family Bible leftover from a wedding that never occurred. My advice to you, my dear, is stop wasting your time here schlepping around tables, making thirty dollars a day, pouring money into rent for a drafty apartment in a crappy neighborhood. That is the lure of this city. It is all bright, shiny on the outside, and full of allure, but on the inside, it is a dark and difficult place to live. Go home, my dear. Regroup within your life and within your heart. Maybe help in the family store for the Christmas season and who knows . . . maybe . . . this young man will be there too.” 

Irene lifted her eyebrows quickly, and she winked.

“Tall and handsome and captivating, and a hunk of man that you lost your virginity to on a night of unrivaled passion, sounds good enough for me. My advice is if you are lucky enough to find him again, then don’t wait for your heart to go all fluttery to recapture his love. Don’t let him get away again. Go for it, girl! Restarts within our lives often lead to rebirth, and there is nothing wrong with that. For now, let’s have one more glass of wine and then when we are finished, we can hold on to each other, stumble, and point ourselves to the number fifteen bus and hope that we make it. If we miss it, well, then we can always return here, wait for the next one, have another glass of wine and maybe we can even flirt with Emilio. He is sort of cute. Did you see how he wanted to stay and chat with us? I think he has his eye on you, Olivia. You are stunning and Emilio is smitten.”

Irene winked, and she leaned back into her chair, crossed her legs and smiled.

I glanced over at Emilio. He was sort of cute, but right now, all I could see in my mind’s eye was a certain young man, and how handsome he was, and how his dark eyes flickered in the sunlight and how his smile melted my heart and ground deeply into my soul. And I relived that glorious night and how I knew that no man ever could bring me to that place like he could. A special place. Very, very special. I felt his gentle touch on my arm and his soft lips on my mouth. I can still smell his scent on my skin and wonder how it is that his scent still lingers here with me forever. It seems as if I can never wash it out of my senses. I think that it drilled down inside of my bones. I envisioned how we used to kiss on top of the mountain and how we worked, laughed, and grew up together there. The mountain that held his family’s name and right now, there was no place that I could think about other than finding myself wrapped up tightly within his arms on that same mountain.

Where we used to live.

[image: image]

His back tilted more to the side than it did the last time that I saw him. He stood there watching the herds of people. My father was carefully checking each one of their faces while we moved in a giant mass of humanity toward the exit, in order to see if he could spot my face in and amongst the masses. He wore his typical coveralls, a red and white plaid flannel shirt under the coveralls, and his heavy work boots on his feet. Even from here, I could see his ice-blue eyes studying everything. It was very similar to the manner in which he studied a fir tree for disease or insects, or how he looked up at the sky for a hint of what the weather might bring. The man was the real deal. There was nothing fake or phony or soft about him. He was a farmer, damn proud of what he was, and what his life and his work and our mountain brought his way.

I tried to calculate in my mind how long it had been since I last saw my father, but the exact time of our last meeting just would not come to me easily. Wagering a guess, I thought that it was at Christmas three or so years ago. That in itself is shameful, and I tried hard to get past that sad fact. Yes, my father was growing older. He leaned, and he tilted. Working on a farm and raising thousands upon thousands of Christmas trees on a mountain for all of your life, bends and twists your body. Working at mindless numbers in an evil corporation, bends and twists your mind. I am going to give the farm a shot. I will take my chances with a bent body. I should never have left him alone for all of these years. Now was my chance to make amends.

“Hey, Dad,” I said, as I extended my hand and smiled.

My father studied me, his clear blue eyes flickered, he ran his hand through his thick chock of graying hair and I noticed how his weathered face had a few more lines in it than it used to have.

“Nice to see you, Dale. Been a few years. I like the beard.” My father’s familiar touch on my hand sent shivers down my spine. His strength, the rough calluses on his hands, his long fingers, and finally, his voice.

“Thanks. Nice to see you too, Dad. Really nice. I see that you did not take my advice and park in the cellphone lot. I could have met you out there.”

My father let go of my hand. He waved and pointed to the front of the airport, and I heard the clunk of his work boots on the hard floor.

“I parked in the garage. I figured that ya gotta own a cellphone to park in a cellphone lot and I’ll be damned if I am ever gonna own one of those wretched bastards. Ringing and dinging and beeping at ya all day long. What a bunch’a noisy bullshit they are. I can’t get over the fact that we gotta be in touch with each other every minute of each day. Your mother sent me off to work the mountain at sunrise, I came back to the house as if I was some old faithful dog at noon, ate my lunch and went back on the mountain until sunset. We only spoke when we were together and I loved her more than any words could ever capture. We did not text hearts and kisses or other lovey-dovey bullshit back and forth all day long. If we did, I never would have grown one damn Christmas tree on that mountain. A working man has work to do. Those stupid phones are a bunch of technology bullshit invented by evil corporate America to shove more shit up our backsides, track our every move, and charge us a fortune for it too. A contract to have the privilege of spending hundreds and hundreds of dollars on some fool-ass thing. A contract? Really? Stupidest damn thing that I ever heard of. How much do they charge you for that stupid-ass thing?”

He paused in his diatribe to look back at me and make sure that I was keeping up with him. I barely could keep stride with my father. He was amazing.

I answered, “Sixty-two dollars a month. Unlimited data use plan.”

“Unlimited data use plan, my ass. Unlimited rip-off. Unlimited bullshit. First thing ya handsome ass is gonna do when we get home is leave that noisy, beeping piece of junk in your room. You came home to work not to tap dance on that stupid-ass thing all day long.”

I nodded and stuck my cellphone in my pocket.

“That is what is wrong with America these days. Look around, no one has their heads up anymore. Everyone is staring at those stupid-ass phones as if they send messages from God and all the Major Prophets to them on it. Ya could step right over a bag of a million dollars in dough and never even see it.”

My father stopped walking again; he turned and asked, “Ya got bags to pick up?”

“Yeah, two bags, Dad.”

I smiled when he turned his back and watched him as he studied the signs above him and looked confused.

“Well, ain’t this a pile of steaming horseshit. Damn signs point every which way. You have been here before. I will follow you to the baggage claim. Go on ahead.”

I nodded and waved for my father to follow me, and my heart glowed inside of my chest. Eric Dale Weathers was still exactly the same man. Grumpy, powerful, profound, smart, outspoken, and amazing. He was my dad, and I loved him. Thank goodness that he had not changed at all. We stood and waited as seemingly endless bags of luggage revolved around the luggage belt and none of them belonged to me. My father grew more and more impatient as each one whizzed by us, and I shook my head when he studied me for a sign that one or two of these bags might be mine. I smiled when he glanced at his watch and tapped his foot on the floor.

“What the hell? How many damn bags are there? What did ya ass do, sit on the wing and have them pack ya bags last?”

“It was a big plane, Dad. Jumbo jet from San Diego.”

“Yeah, well, next time fly into Teterboro or into the Lehigh Valley. This Newark stuff is for the birds. Traffic and people as far as the eye can see. Not a place for a Christmas tree farmer to hang out in and waste the time of day. Besides, Rocky is waiting in the truck for us.”

“He is? Wow! Awesome.” I pointed at the luggage belt while my father’s eyes widened at the prospect of fetching my bags and finally leaving. “Here are my bags now.”

I reached down and grabbed my bags off the belt as my father explained, “About damn time. I was ready to forget them and leave ’em here. Sure, Rocky had to come. He is excited that you are finally home.”

My father tugged at the straps of his coveralls and after a long pause, said, “I mean . . . Rocky is excited . . . too.”

I smiled at my father’s expression of love and the pause in his words before he spoke the final word. I followed him as he once more stomped his way toward the exit with the occasional lick of mud popping off his boots and landing onto the floor.

“Yeah, sure, he is excited. Bad enough, ya can’t come home to see ya old man, but ya think that ya would miss ya own beloved dog. He is still smart as a whip, ya know. Understands everything. His hip is not too good these days but his mind is sharp. He still works every day. Hard. Like me. Like us.”

We waited for a traffic control police officer to wave us across the road, and we headed in the direction of the parking garage.

“I missed you both, but the airfare is not cheap, Dad.”

“Yeah, sure. Well, bullshit to that. Not everything has a price tag hanging on it, son. The sooner ya learn that fact then the better off your heart and soul will be.”

Of course, my father’s wisdom continued to shine. 

Rocky was my faithful Border Collie. My father now adopted my dog in my absence. Not only did Rocky work the farm and mountain and keep the sheep, lambs and other livestock under control, Rocky, along with Henry, the chief barn rooster, kept the chickens in line and the predators away, but moreover, Rocky was my father’s companion. Since my mother passed away, right after I graduated high school, my father relied on Rocky for everything. I spotted his old red pickup truck sitting there on the edge of the parking garage like an old faithful friend. The mud on the tires was thick, and the mud on the side of the truck hid the dents and scars of many years of service of working the mountain. I loved that old truck and as soon as we turned the corner, Rocky was up on his feet barking madly at the sight of us. Anyone who knows the Border Collie breed of dogs knows that they are smarter than most humans are. When my father mentioned that Rocky was excited at the news of my returning home, I harbored not a single doubt that his excitement was one-hundred percent true. Rocky barked, turned, and spun like a top in his excitement while standing in the pickup's bed truck, as he grew more and more excited at the sight of us.

“Can his hip stand the jump from the bed of the truck, Dad?” I asked my father.

My father shrugged his shoulders and commented, “I dunno. Better try it because he is gonna lose his mind and his hip too while spinning around like that in the bed of the truck. Do you remember the command and the correct whistle to call him?”

“I can never forget it, Dad. Ever.”

I looked around the parking garage to make sure there were no cars coming and going, and when we were about twenty-five feet or so away from the truck, Rocky stopped spinning when he saw me lift my fingers to my mouth. Rocky crouched down and stared as he awaited my command and I gave one low whistle followed by two quick ones and Rocky shot out of the bed of the truck like a rocket taking off for the moon. In what seemed less than two seconds, he was on top of us. Bad hip or not, Rocky could still out run the wind. Rocky was all around me. He was licking my face, tackling me and knocking me on my ass as my father grabbed my luggage and laughed aloud at the glorious reunion.

I buried my face into Rocky’s glorious coat and absorbed him.

“Hey, Rocky. I am home, Rocks, and I am not leaving ever again. I promise you, never again.”

I looked up at my father while I wrapped my arms around Rocky’s neck and my father reached up and wiped at his eyes.

“Colder than a well-digger’s ass out here today. Cold air makes my eyes runny.”

“Mine too, Dad. Mine too.”

“Yeah, well, let’s be on our way. Traffic is gonna be a pain-in-the-ass out there, and it smells like snow. Only a week or so until Thanksgiving, and ya know how it always snows around Thanksgiving on the mountain. I have your room ready. Is that luggage and the stuff that ya shipped home all that is left of ya life in California? What those couriers dropped off? Five boxes of stuff?” 

I opened the passenger door to the truck and Rocky jumped in, while my father tossed my luggage in the extended cab and we both climbed into the truck. My father pushed the clutch to the floor and started the engine, and while the engine warmed, he looked over to me for an answer.

“That’s it, Dad. I bought my way out of my lease with most of my severance and I had a garage sale of the furniture and other stuff. Only sent home what I needed and cared about, mostly clothes and some heirlooms. Ya know . . . family pictures. Pictures of Mom, you, us, the mountain, Rocky, Grandpa and Grandma, some Christmas ornaments, special stuff. Not junk. The rest of the junk is gonzo. So is that life, too, Dad. Gonzo. I meant what I just told Rocks, here. I am staying. None of that old life matters anymore.” 

Rocky looked up at me and smiled, and then he looked over to my father for a signal as to his thoughts.

My father nodded, and he shifted the truck in reverse and eased the clutch out. The truck backed into the drive lane and my father pushed the clutch in and shifted into first gear. My father worked hard at the steering wheel to turn the tires to a hard left. He did not believe in fancy trucks or power steering. Trucks are for work. 

“Gotcha. Good. I told you that California is full of loony-toons and nutcases. Bunch of left-wing whackos that are out of touch with reality. Hollywood elites who think they are special. Out there, in whacko land, the way those clowns operate is to collect taxes from the producers and give away everything for free to the takers, so the takers cast votes for ‘em. I mean, why not vote for the guys who give you everything for free? What the hell? Bunch’a nut jobs.”

I smiled at his strong opinions, but I could not, nor did I even attempt to refute them. The old man was dead on, as he usually is. I watched as my father eased the clutch in and he rolled to a stop at the end of the drive lane for the parking garage. His head darted both ways and he slowly pulled into the traffic. The truck was old but solid and knowing the old man, he still did all the repairs on his own.

We rolled along toward the New Jersey Turnpike and the old truck gained some speed while my old man mumbled something about paying tolls and then he shifted the conversation.

“Ya better be ready because, old Henry might holler at ya a bit too for being gone for so long but he will let ya close to Matilda and Lola. Old Henry is still smart as a whip and his eyes are keen. A week or so ago, he sounded the alarm and I am not exactly sure, but Rocky chased off what I think was a gray fox hanging around the barn. A fox looking for a chicken dinner. Those two old chickens are still layin’ but gettin’ old now too. All of us are gettin’ old. Time for fresh blood and for help. We can’t hold it down anymore without ya. Ya came home just in time. It is gonna be a helluva nice Christmas season. Lots of trees ready and all of ‘em looking mighty good. Especially, the firs. Yup, the firs are really nice this year.”

He wiped at his eyes again, leaned in over the steering wheel and headed for the tollbooth. The sky was growing darker and it had a deep cast of purple mixed in with some red colors near the sunset at the horizon.

It did smell like snow.

We were on our way home.

I hung my arms around Rocky’s neck and I smiled so widely that I thought that I might crack my face.

Damn, it was good to be home.
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“Oh wow, Mom, they are so cute! Three girls and two boys! Adorable!” Olivia leaned in and then she gently patted Nova’s head. “You did great, Momma. Now, the hard part is over. Warning though, they just want to eat all the time.” 

Olivia smiled at her dog and watched as the little puppies all scampered into position while they eagerly grabbed some milk from Nova. Momma gently sighed and rolled over on her side to allow them all to nurse. Olivia stood up and walked from the rear hallway of their home and back into the kitchen.

“At least, it is nice and warm in the hallway for Nova and her pups. That drafty old door is gone.”

Olivia’s mother looked up from stirring the soup on the oven and said, “It is. I had Uncle Danny replace it this summer. And, we have a new steam boiler too. The old radiator in that hallway is percolating some pleasant heat tonight. That new boiler sure set us back a few pennies. Let me tell you. I hope that those cute little Border Collie pups will recover some of the boiler money. We had no choice . . . it is going to be a cold winter. It is not even Thanksgiving yet and already the nights are going down into the twenties.”

Mrs. Braxton parted the curtain aside that hung on the window over the kitchen sink, and she glanced out in the nearly dark backyard.

“It looks like snow. Smelled like it too when I went out to the mailbox.”

Olivia nodded and pulled out a chair and took a seat at the kitchen table. Her eyes wandered around the old kitchen of her family home and she had to admit that despite the tremendous sense of defeat that she felt at her failure to make it in the big city, it was so nice to be home. To sleep in her own bed tonight was going to be a slice of Heaven. The old-fashioned printed flower wallpaper on the kitchen walls did not look so old-fashioned; the polished copper barnyard animals hanging on the soffit over the sink did not look so corny, and even the gentle puffing of the steam traps on the radiators brought comfort to Olivia. 

“Is Uncle Danny ever going to retire, Mom?”

Her mother shrugged her shoulders and continued to stir the soup while saying, “I doubt it. His business is booming and he can’t find any help that is worth anything. Same old story. No skilled labor. No one wants to work at home remodeling and renovations. Too warm in the summer, too cold in the winter and too much hard work. All they want are the romantic jobs.”

“Ha! I should have learned a trade and worked with Uncle Danny instead of the pipe dream that I studied. I could have saved a pile of your money and mine too. What a waste of money and years too.”

Mrs. Braxton did not comment, but Olivia could tell from the look on her face that her mother was trying hard to hold the words inside of her. Mrs. Braxton wiped her hands on her apron and shut the burner off on the stove.

“Here, the soup is ready. Enjoy! Nice hot soup on a cold night will warm your body and soothe your soul. Please grab us some soup bowls and the box of crackers from the cupboard.”

Olivia nodded, and she stood up, got the bowls and the box of crackers and placed them on the kitchen table. Olivia stood and watched as her mother dished out the homemade vegetable soup from the pot, and she had to admit that the enticing aroma of the soup immediately invaded her senses.

“That is quite a bit of soup for just the two of us, Mom. Wow!”

“Well, Auntie Claire said she would be by after she closed the store and I knew that she would be hungry. You know how my sister can eat. Uncle Danny is working a job over in Easton and he is going to be late. I figured that we could have a special reunion of just us girls. That includes Nova too! And her pups! Auntie Claire so wants to see you! She is going to be so thrilled for the extra help in the store. It has been difficult on us and with Danny being so busy—he cannot help out too much at the store. You returned just in time, honey.”

Olivia did not comment, but she forced a weak smile and leaned into the piping hot soup with her spoon, blew on it and then carefully swallowed a helping of soup. It tasted glorious. That was the only way to describe it. Glorious. She knew that this soup was homemade and homegrown too. Her mom made it from the vegetables that her mother somehow found time to grow in their backyard garden, and she brewed the amazing broth with the steaming of the veggies. Her mom added just the perfect amount of browned and chopped beef to the mixture and topped it all off with a helping of finely chopped onions that provided such full flavor to the broth. Her mother’s vegetable soup was amazing, and the ingredients were a testimony to hard work and a love of gardening. The rows upon rows of jarred vegetables and other assorted delights that her mother and her aunt “did up” at the end of the summer and presently lined the cellar walls of their home, was a testimony as to why New Jersey was known as, “The Garden State.”

They continued to sip the soup and crunch the crackers in silence until Mrs. Braxton finally broke the silence with her words, “Honey, in my
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