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INTRODUCTION

We come into the world naked, crying, and completely helpless. We then spend a lifetime struggling to find our way. The trials we face are much the same for each of us. But, although we might think we've found the answers to life, it all ends in much the same way as it began. We bring nothing into this world, nor do we take anything with us when we leave.

Within the pages of this book, you will encounter different characters dealing with situations at various points in life. For each season, you'll be given diverse looks at characters doing their best to come to terms with their struggles. While you'll find no answers within, you will see that we all face many of the same issues. The difference is in how we deal with our demons. Rest assured, they WILL be dealt with, whether by us or by someone for us.
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HOME FOR CHRISTMAS

My life has taken more than its share of twists and turns. My name is Smith. Joseph Smith. I'm a writer. That's a pretty broad way of saying I'll do whatever it takes to scratch out a living. Over the years, I've done some strange things.

I've written newspaper columns, advertising slogans, short stories, and a couple of novels. People don't read as much as they used to, so book sales aren't a sure way to make a living unless you're a big-time novelist - which I am certainly not.

So, how did I become a writer in the first place, you might ask? I'm stubborn, you see. The thought of anyone telling me what to do has never sat well with me. That says a lot about why I've always worked for myself in some shape or form. It also explains why both of my marriages ended in ruin.

I've enjoyed writing since I was a child. It created diversions from some of the more frustrating events throughout life. Once I learned I wasn't an 8:00 to 5:00 clock-punching, assembly line sort of guy, I had to get creative or go hungry. Since writing seemed the most obvious path, I chose it as a source of income. For the most part, it's paid my way, so I keep plugging away by hammering at a keyboard.

From early childhood, I suppose I was always somewhat dysfunctional. It just went unnoticed until my adult years, when everything became so much more magnified.

I imagine the first sign of my difference came through my extreme shyness around girls. While my friends were dating and getting to third base, I'd yet to have a date. But that all changed in time.

With my first divorce, I evolved in so many ways, especially with women. While those same friends from school were slowing down sexually, I was only building up steam. Boy, did I build up a lot of steam!

Never doing anything in moderation, I enjoyed an excess of women, sex, and what I then perceived as pleasure. But, moderation finally won out, and my life now seems somewhat normal. But, then again, is anything truly normal?

It's not like I came from a family of well-adjusted members. It's likely true that I was the black sheep, but my sister was a real piece of work. Excesses and extremes weren't reserved for me alone. She went from wanting to be a minister to rejecting her family and seemingly turning her back on Christianity in a matter of a couple of years.

An angry, bitter man, my father was mentally unhinged from the time of my earliest memory, only to spiral out of control from there. When I was in my early 40s, he lost his life after battling memory loss in the form of Alzheimer's for years. By that time, we'd long since cut all ties. It strikes fear in my heart when I find myself doing something he might have done.

The only sound family member was my mother. How she put up with the rest of us is a mystery. But, for some reason, the bond between mother and son grew ever stronger. Although given every reason to give up on me, she remained my sole supporter.

Demons were eventually dealt with, and life seemed to take shape when I moved 600 miles away to challenge myself with life in the big city. I carved out a name for myself regionally, first as a newspaper reporter, a columnist, and eventually a novelist.

By then, I'd been disowned by my father and sister, for reasons still unclear. That was fine with me, as it lessened the burden of trying to figure out what happened to cause such a rift. Mom and I remained close, if only through letters and phone calls. Demands from a busy work life had lessened the frequency of our contact until we'd rarely been in contact over the past few years.

Two marriages saw their share of ups and downs, just as all other areas of my life. The 12 and seven-year stints both ended in ugliness. Beyond those, relationships were mostly troubled and short-lived. Finally, it seemed best to isolate myself, buried in work.

That theory had worked for a few years, leaving me content, if not happy. But a lack of turmoil equated with success or some degree of it.

Life in the city required few possessions. There was no need for a car, as subway, taxi, and rail travel sufficed, while a small one-bedroom apartment in the Lower West Side served me well. Cooking amounted to the basics, but a small restaurant around the corner filled in the gaps in my diet.

All this had left me more than just a little cynical. Living life as a hermit was how I dealt with all I disliked or failed to understand. By now, I worked solely from my apartment, so my status as a hermit was rarely challenged.

I'd cut the cable TV cord years ago, and no longer owned a radio. My laptop provided all I needed. What little of life I saw from the small bedroom window sickened me so that I no longer looked. My apartment had become little more than a cell, but to me, it was an oasis.

II.

The combined smell of sweat and perfume permeated the station's waiting area, as holiday travelers dealt with the anxieties of catching and switching trains on their way to various destinations where they hoped to share turkey and pumpkin pie with loved ones for the holidays.

After wedging into an empty seat between a somber elderly woman and a sullen young man with spiked hair, multiple piercings, tattoos, and an earplug detaching him from his fellow travelers, I surveyed the surroundings, acclimating myself to the new situation where I'd likely spend the next hour, and then settled in to await my train. Quickly, I found that earplugs might have been a good idea, considering the raucous rumblings coming from all directions, including the scratchy speakers from above.

The air was rich with the collective stress of travel. Mothers struggled with their children, excited about the presents they would receive on Christmas morning. At the same time, fathers wondered how they would pay for all the costs associated with bringing Christmas cheer. Still, thoughts of parents and grandparents who awaited their arrival for the holidays made it all worthwhile.

My attention was caught by a family of six. The husband and father of four overexuberant young children; three boys and a girl, appeared understandably stressed, as was confirmed when I noticed him sneaking a nip of something "medicinal" from a flask he brought from an inner coat pocket.

Two of the boys tried as best as possible to escape and explore any number of wonders they'd be sure to find in obscure corners of the depot. The third had devoted his attention to pulling his sister's pigtails and pinching her arm. Not even the young girl's squeals could distract the detached mother from her magazine, while the father sneaked yet another nip from his flask.

After another round of hairpulling, squeals, and the father's third nip from his flask, I decided it was time for an exploratory walk of my own. The corner bookstore was all but abandoned in favor of the cheap rag/porn magazine stand across the room. I opted for the high road and braved the pall surrounding the bookstore.

The clerk, obviously bored out of his mind, or so in need of hearing another human voice, struck up a conversation, although not on a level to hold my interest. I browsed a few aisles, only to be rudely intercepted by the two boys who'd managed their escape, only to be apprehended by the father who was by now reeking of gin.

Without lingering to hear the punishment handed out, I wandered back into the mainstream of the waiting area where a scratchy rendition of "Grandma Got Ran Over By A Reindeer' was shrieking from the speakers mounted above the throng of humanity.

After pausing to admire a pretty lady buying an espresso from a barrister at Starbucks, I moved on, suppressing my urge to invite her to share a table and my witty personality when I decided she was young enough to be my daughter. After all, I was sure my ego wasn't ready for the laughter of someone who was so clearly out of my league.

All the while, travelers steadily flowed into the terminal, wearing the snow that had continued to fall across the city for days now, depositing it beneath them as they struggled to find seats where they would await the arrival of trains taking them to various destinations of holiday merriment. Here, they were left to contemplate whether they'd packed all the presents for the family, while the melting snow pooled on the floor, mingling with that which had fallen from fellow travelers, forming a river without destination.

With the latest influx of railway patrons, any available seats had already been claimed, leaving me to lean against an accommodating pillar from where I could further peruse my fellow members of our band of weary travelers.

As I scanned the faces, looking for even the most remote sign of the Christmas joy I knew in my boyhood years, it seemed to be sadly missing.

What did this say about modern man, the state of today's civilization, or me? Why had the spirit of Christmas' past eluded me so completely in recent years?

A blast of static from the speakers cleared the way for a scratchy voice informing travelers, "Train #254 is running 37 minutes late." While the male voice screeched out an apology, my mind wandered back to a Christmas when I was no more than the age of the three rowdy boys I'd seen earlier, driving their father to drink.

While I couldn't imagine myself being so unruly in a public place, it wasn't hard to relate to the excitement that must've played a large role in their behavior. "It IS Christmas after all!" I thought.

Memories of Christmas trees decorated with the old-style large colored lights, tinsel, and delicate glass ornaments. The taste of Mom's homemade hot chocolate was so vivid in my memory that I could almost taste it as I leaned against that pillar of the busy depot.

It wasn’t the smell of hot chocolate that had just alerted my senses, however, but rather the unmistakable scent of urine running freely down the hallway, mixed with the melting snow and God only knows what other fluids, bodily or otherwise.

Not wishing to endure the mixture of mixed fluids' smells any longer, I decided to see what the attraction of the busy newsstand might be, although I could already hazard a guess.

A quick look back at the booksellers' shops showed me they were still largely ignored in favor of the trashy tabloid kiosks where scandalous gossip was printed in rags selling like water in a desert. Truth was minimal in these dirty tabloids, but people clamored over the reports as freely as they bypassed the books published by authors with the best intentions. That speaks volumes to the state of man, seeing great works of literature passed over by would-be readers who opt for the latest word of second-rate actors and musicians.

In an attempt to kill a few minutes, I reached for the first tab that caught my eye. It was worse than expected! The cover story told of a 93-year-old woman who had supposedly just given birth to triplets. Underneath that headline was an equally revolving story of a calf born with five legs and three heads.

Before I was angered any further by the mobs pushing for a better look at these and countless other ridiculous headlines, I thought it best to move along to the relative safety of Starbucks, where two more attractive ladies were sitting at a table by the window. This was scenery I could enjoy, so with my freshly made latte, I took a seat offering a view of the ladies' shapely legs. This was much better than the dirty newsstand next door!

Close enough to eavesdrop on their conversation, I learned that the blonde was having an affair with an attractive married man just down the street from her house. I soon learned more than I cared to know about their tryst, including days of meeting, favored techniques, and the man's favorable endowment.

Fortunately, the brunette she was with was a bit more discreet, although she did pay a lot of attention to a nearby table with two men returning her interest. Although I must admit to wanting to hear how it all turned out, alas, it was not to be. The coffee, along with the six or seven other various beverages I'd enjoyed earlier in the day, was beckoning me to the nearest men's room.

After locating the nearest public washrooms and walking inside, I was greeted by the odor of the collection from the urinals emptying onto the floor. Pipes were seemingly an unknown luxury at this station, as urine mixed freely with the melted snow water standing throughout the station's waiting area. In a more civilized country, warnings about the wet floors would have been posted, while workers diligently cleaned the leakage from the floors. Not here.

After relieving myself and washing my hands at a sink that offered neither soap nor paper towels, my mood was quickly turning more sour, if that was possible. I fled for the sanctuary of the crowded hallways, shops, and waiting area, but was only met by those who bumped into me without apology, dragging me along with the throng mercilessly.

Adding to my misery was the annoying noise coming from the speakers, which I could only assume was meant to be some type of Christmas anthem. To me, it sounded much like a Saturday night catfight; the kind with stray alleycats rather than the ones with two women settling a score outside the tavern they'd spent too many hours inside. However, if one of those skirmishes were to break out here in the terminal, it would likely provide better entertainment than I'd encountered in other areas of my captivity.

All of this was nearly enough to make a sixty-something traveler lose any remaining faith in his fellow man. Or maybe it was just me. My mind has been rather bogged down for some time. This trip would either be the beginning of the end of the emotional rollercoaster ride I'd been on, or it would be the start of an even worse spiral.

III.

My thoughts drifted to memories of Christmas past, with parents and family, before it all went awry. My visions of more recent years' Christmases were a bit different than those of most I shared this room with today. The family I was blessed with was an eclectic, misfitting group if ever there was one. My biological father had already left us, thanks to Alzheimer's. I can't truthfully say I shed any tears since we spent a lifetime at odds. My siblings don't warrant the details it would take to explain that story beyond what I've already said.

A new but equally irritating scratchy voice from the speakers freed me from my thoughts, with the announcement that my train had just arrived and was now loading at gate 12. Judging by a rush of the masses, mine was a popular destination. I made my way toward the gate among pushing, shoving, and other gestures not in keeping with Christmas tradition.

As I climbed aboard the train, a seemingly overworked conductor pointed travelers to a car with room to accommodate the new passengers. Christmas had come to the railways, with decorations and colored lights lining the windows. Despite their efforts, it all seemed to have a rather garish appearance. My ideal Christmas images are far more tranquil, quiet, and peaceful. It seemed there'd be none of that.

I found an empty seat, hoping to spend time working on my latest book while nursing a glass of Crown & Seven. I placed my briefcase beside me to discourage anyone from joining me and sat back to brace myself for what lay ahead.

Pausing to catch my breath, I couldn't help but notice the sounds of a song evidently meant to be a Christmas medley. Heaven forbid! They'd even piped in some of the most awful holiday music
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