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The Christmas Tree

To the old man and everyone that ever owned, or who rode in a 1964 Putter Classic model 200
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The Collector

To Heather Claire who always wanted to read my serious side
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The Watchman

To those poor souls who may have forgotten the magic of hearing the ringing of church bells on Christmas morning
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Cats Do Not Have Calendars

To Pussface the cat wherever you are now
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A Simple Gift

To everyone who has ever received that one special Christmas gift that lasted a lifetime

THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s eccentric, strange and unusual imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead or actual events is purely coincidental, and was not the intention of the author.

The Christmas Tree

Featuring the old man and other characters from the Adventures of Harry and Paul
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The Collector

Featuring Paul John Henson and Binky Hobnobber Henson

from the Adventures of Harry and Paul
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The Watchman

Featuring Walter P. Thrump

––––––––
[image: ]


Cats Do Not Have Calendars

A short story featuring the old man, Pussface the cat and other characters from the Adventures of Harry and Paul
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A Simple Gift

A short story featuring Paul John Henson and Binky Hobnobber Henson

from the Adventures of Harry and Paul

“Dreams, especially at Christmas time, do not cost anything. So, dream as big as you can, for as long as you want, whenever you want.”

Paul John Hausleben

24 December 2012
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Foreword


By


Steven Michael McMillan
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I AM SURE THAT YOU have had many memories over the years about happenings or big events that revolve around that time frame from ohhhh sayyy . . . October 1st through January. Yep! The holiday season!

I know I do!

My story is also about a large sled, my sister, what looked to have been the side of a mountain and a large body of water! My name is Steve Creakster in certain circles, and my good friend Paul asked me to write this foreword for him.

It is my honor to do so. . ..

Anyway, enough about me.

Paul and I have only known each other for a handful of years. My wife introduced me to him. They work together at taking over the world day by day. We quickly formed a bond. Not sure what kind of bond, but a bond nonetheless. I am a musician and play many instruments, even doing a bit of recording here at the house, and Paul listens to music and plays with a large radio. We have much in common.

One does not need to know Paul long to be swept into one or many of his life’s stories and feel as if you grew up with him on that same city block. Truth be told, I don’t think I have personally met a better storyteller than this man.

Paul knows that I am a sucker for the holidays. I love this time of year. I don’t know why, I just do. Maybe it is because of all the craziness that entangles us throughout this time of year.

Who doesn’t like to sit down and watch one of those old classic movies or listen to the greatest holiday music (yes . . . Elvis) of all time? 

If you don’t, I assure you that by the time you have finished reading this book, you will. Paul has captured the true essence of what this time of year really means, whether it is funny, loving, warm, serious, or even sad.

You, the reader, will be shooting a warm thank you to Paul for opening this opportunity for you to travel down your own holiday memory lane. You, like me, will be amazed at what stories you can conjure up from holidays past!

This matters! It really does!

It’s important to keep a hold on those good old times and new ones and allow ourselves to really be in the holiday magic.

This time of the year, it becomes so easy to be swept up in what the talking heads (not the band) suggest we feel and do, that’s just not real. Take a little while and sink back into what is real to that feeling of connection and love, humbled with gratitude.

Enjoy,

Steven Michael McMillan

Friend
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Preface
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Christmas is without any doubt a special time of the year. Whether you agree with the celebration of the holiday, or the origins, one can never doubt the overall impact of Christmas on all of our lives.

For different people, it has a varied and diverse impact these days. For some, it invokes strong religious overtones, and is a time for worship and church services. For other people, it is all about holiday merry making, families gathering for a once-a-year meeting and celebration, spending money that they do not have, giving gifts that are soon forgotten, and taking days off from work to just relax, eat, enjoy sports on the television, and drink too much.

Nowadays, for me, Christmas is about quiet times, fires at midnight on Christmas Eve, music, and memories. In my heart that is what the holiday brings to me most of all. I tend these days to keep Christmas in an introspective place within my heart and mind and not go overboard with the celebration.

I do, however, enjoy the holiday, and I thought that I would enjoy putting together some Christmas stories for another seasonal compilation.

Of the many stories that I have written, one of my personal favorites is, “The Time Bomb in The Cupboard.” That particular story has a Christmas setting, and some special meanings to me, but I felt there might be just a few more Christmas stories stashed away in the deep recesses of my own cupboards.

Keeping that in mind, I decided to resurrect two old stories that I actually wrote in the early to mid-1970s and to include them within this anthology.

“The Christmas Tree” was actually the first story that I ever wrote, and “The Collector” was the second one that I ever put an actual pen to.

Yes, I used a real pen back then!

I thought it would be a fun project to update them, add some new characters, keep some old ones, and bring them back to life in a very roundabout manner. I then added a new story or two (or more) at the end of this compilation to round out the mix.

One of the newer stories, I actually wrote on a blazing hot and humid summer day; not exactly the ideal time to compose Christmas stories! I am continually amazed at the strange times when inspiration decides to pay a visit to me. The other novelette, I wrote on a Christmas Eve, and finished it before the stroke of midnight on Christmas Day. Now that makes much more sense!

I hope that whatever time of the season that you are reading these stories, be it during the Christmas season, or just any old time of the year that you enjoy them. Perhaps, they will invoke your own memories, and it is my humble wish that you have a wonderful time, full of joy, as you continue on life’s journey at Christmas time or at any time. I pray that your own memories are merry, and they are yours to keep not only at Christmas time but also close to your heart at all times.

I hope you enjoy reading these stories as much as I have enjoyed putting this collection together.

Thank you for reading them.

Paul John Hausleben

04 November 2013
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Prologue
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Christmas, wonderful, exhausting, glorious, Christmas.

It may be that one time of the year, when you stop and take a deep breath to see exactly where you are. Sometimes, when you do stop, it is an overwhelming situation, and you feel as if you should run and hide until the holiday passes!

It might be that you find yourself tangled up in wrapping paper, dealing with bills to pay, staring at a tray of burnt Christmas cookies, planning visits to annoying relatives that you wish you did not have to see, and fretting over some deadlines that you cannot possibly meet.

Oh no! Only three weeks left to prepare until Christmas!

The preparation is underway. Let the madness begin! The endless Christmas music piped in the stores makes your ears ache! One more, jingly bell and you may lose your mind! Do we really have to go to that company party this year? The boss tells the same old jokes and besides; he has really bad breath, always becomes drunk and sloppy, and wears a cheap hairpiece.

Hidden underneath all of this hustle and bustle, is one undeniable fact about Christmas; of all the times of the year, not any other holiday invokes the memories, emotions, and attention, as does Christmas.

It wraps them all up in one tidy, wonderfully, wrapped Christmas present that includes, money we do not have, reunions, memories, loved ones, laughter, wonder, hope, peace, joy, loneliness, sorrow, the promise of a savior for all of mankind, the dreams and wishes of children and older folks too.

Be sure that you wrap all the good things and some more in your own Christmas present and place it under your tree. Indeed, it is a magical time. All of this wrapped up in one tidy, wonderfully wrapped present that thankfully arrives only once a year.

Christmas, wonderful, exhausting, glorious, Christmas.
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The Christmas Tree


Chapter One


A Traditional Christmas
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A FEW DAYS BEFORE CHRISTMAS, I pulled my old wreck of a jeep into the Foodworld shopping center. I swear that I have had this old jeep forever, I really have.

Someday, I will finally sell it or just junk it, but when I do, it will feel as if a part of my soul will go with it. I am, in many ways, not unlike my own father, who held on forever to a 1964 Putter Classic model 200 automobile, until the floorboards rusted out, the wheels rolled off, and the fenders fell off. Only then did he finally concede that after thirty years, it was time for something new.

I think it is a Henson family tradition to hold on to these old wrecks until the bitter end.

I stop quite often at this same shopping center. In fact, in all honesty, it seems as if I am here every day. My wife sends me on missions quite often to pick up food supplies from Foodworld for whatever culinary delight she happens to be working on at the moment.

Today, my dear wife, Binky, had given me a list of items to pick up for one of her famous cooking exploits that she whips up at this time of year. Since she is such a fantastic cook, I would be smart not to argue, and I happily agreed to picking up a few supplies that she had requested.

I waited before shutting the ignition off on the jeep until the song that had been playing on the radio ended. It was a good song, and I wanted to enjoy it from the beginning to the end. This was a tune from the golden age of Christmas music in the 1950s named, “The Christmas Tree,” by an English songwriter and bandleader. It was a song always featured on the old A.M., “easy listening” radio station in my home City of Paterson, which played Christmas music in the weeks before Christmas.

I always enjoyed hearing it at this time of year because it reminded me of my old man because it was a Christmas song that he particularly enjoyed. A flashback popped into my mind, as I could hear him whistling the melody once again in the old house at 182 Belmont Avenue in Haledon, New Jersey.

The tune turned out to be a perfect prelude for an afternoon of holiday shopping, only a few weeks before Christmas. The song ended, and I turned the key to the off position. I reached for my hat, opened the car door, and stepped out into the parking lot.

I really made every effort these days to not go out on a shopping mission, wearing my traditional pastor’s collar and suit, but since I was stopping here on my way home from work, I had no real choice. It was just that sometimes, wearing the “uniform” of my profession in public caused too many questions and stares.

Please do not misinterpret this apprehension, to be a display of my unwillingness to assist strangers with pastoral questions; it is just that sometimes, I needed to make haste, as my English mum would say.

I zipped my overcoat up so someone could not see my pastor’s collar and suit, and with my long hair, mustache, beard, and hippie appearance, the last profession that folks would guess my employment to be would be a Lutheran clergyman. My intention was to jump into the Foodworld here, pick up a few things, and then quickly head straight home.

I was planning not to linger.

It had become quite a bit colder now, as it was later in the afternoon, and the hustle and bustle of the season was in full flight. While I turned to walk to the front doors of the stores, my eyes caught a section of the parking lot where real, cut Christmas trees were on sale. It was a typical display, with trees lined up along temporary wooden frames and light bulbs strung by old wires for when darkness came. It was a scene repeated all over town at this time of year. Even from where I was standing, I could read the sign next to the display, “Annual Bears Club Christmas tree sale.”

It must have been the combination of the song on the radio and seeing the display of trees for sale, but I found my mind wandering back in time. Back to a time, when my sister and I decided that, a real Christmas tree was the ultimate goal for our yearly celebration, and the adventures and pain in which we put our father through, as he pursued the perfect tree to fulfill our request.

At the same time, the old man also found the special Christmas spirit that he had lost so long ago.

In life, sometimes, the simplest things are the hardest to obtain.

[image: image]

THE OLD MAN LOVED CHRISTMAS. It was by far his favorite of all the holidays. The old man would go on and on, telling my sister and me about how Christmas was years ago, in his house when he was around our age. My sister was about thirteen years old and I was around ten or so, when the old man really started preaching to us about how, “All this money and commercialism,” has destroyed and ruined the traditional Christmas celebrations that he used to have when he was a kid.

“Christmas nowadays, is nothing like when I was a kid,” the old man would preach fervently as soon as December arrived on the calendar. “It is all about money, money, money, and selling you more junk made in some foreign land that you use one day and stick in a box somewhere. The only reason, the person gave you the crummy gift in the first place, was just to say they gave you something! It is stupid. You have to be careful about preserving traditions and not become conned into buying this and buying that. It is all about ripping you off and selling you stuff you do not need or want.”

You could feel the passion of the old man when he spoke. He certainly was very convincing!

It was a common lament from the old man this time of the year, and the closer that Christmas came, the more intense the old man would harp on it. The true spirit of Christmas had been lost long ago, according to the old man. The old man would tell us about the wonderful holidays they had right after the Great Depression. According to the old man, despite the hard times and not having any money, those Christmas celebrations were the best because it was all about families and traditions. People made do with what they had, he carefully and patiently explained to us.

My sister and I would listen to his stories intently. The old man was a very passionate speaker and he could captivate you with his stories and speeches. His arms would wave over his head like a madman, and his eyes would dart back and forth in his head as he studied the body language of us dopey, little kids for any slight movement that we did not believe his words.

He then would move, or change the story on a dime, and the changes in his voice inflections alone, had you convinced that the old man had come face-to-face with Santa Claus many times on Christmas Eve!

One of the main elements of the old man and the key to his Christmas season celebrations were these incredible, intricate rules and regulations that he strictly attached to the season for all of us to follow.

Our dad was very fervent in his defense of these rules and he would easily frighten us into following them by warning, “You will ruin Christmas, and have to wait a whole year for another Christmas to come around,” whenever one of us tried to circumvent one of his many rules.

It was so powerful a message that you sometimes felt as if you should hide in terror under your bed in fear of ruining the entire Christmas season.

The number one rule to follow, and the one rule that he strictly enforced above all the others, was that the Christmas season could not begin until after Thanksgiving. In fact, the old man really did not kick into full Christmas mode until about two weeks before the big day. This was hard for us as little kids, because we would go to the stores in early November, and see that all the Christmas trees were already on display, and the sign at the Santa Claus display would report; “Santa will be here soon. He is feeding his reindeer.”

The old man’s sad tale of woe always included a long diatribe that detailed the woes and pitfalls of the early Christmas celebrations, and the outright breaking or ignoring, of his Thanksgiving rule.

On and on, he would rant, about how we bypass Thanksgiving now, and the day after Thanksgiving sales whip people into a frenzy of spending money they do not have.

He would sit in his favorite living room chair and complain as he read the latest sales flyer in the newspaper a week before Thanksgiving, which was advertising, “Day after Thanksgiving sales.” There was no such thing as “Black Friday” back then. He would say, “Whoever heard of such a thing, what a bunch of whooey that is! Thanksgiving is not even here yet.”

He would then ramble on with evidence and testimonies of how people dash out with their bellies full of turkey and stuffing, in order to grab up more junk they do not actually need.

He really took the “holiday creep” very seriously!

The other thing that set him off was when stores or radio stations started playing Christmas music in September. Now, the old man loved music, and he was very fond of Christmas music, but when the music played early in the season, it fired him up!

“Geez . . . it is only Labor Day,” the old man would complain, as we walked in the department store and we were subjected to canned Christmas music being piped over the store’s sound system.

“There are not that many Christmas songs, and by the time the big day actually comes, you want to rip your ears off your head, if you hear one more Christmas song!”

I had to agree with him on that one. By the time Christmas came, I was very sick of the music as well.

The old man would follow the same general route when he continued on a tirade about the upside-down retail world, “I swear these people have all lost their calendars! You cannot buy a winter coat in January, and you cannot buy a bathing suit in July! The stores are all backwards. To make matters worse, ten seconds after Christmas ends, all the Christmas items, cards, and any other thing that has to do with Christmas, is removed from the store shelves and the Valentine’s Day stuff is put out!”

Once more, the old man was indeed correct. It was very hard to argue with the facts surrounding his long-winded, continual Christmas speeches.

For the old man, Christmas centered upon the Christmas tree, Christmas music, and his famous Christmas village. In constructing his famous miniature Christmas village, he carried on a tradition started by my grandfather of assembling by hand; a miniature Christmas village, long before the villages became popular seasonal displays.

This particular year, which the best I can remember would land in, or around 1968 or so, wayward Christmas celebrations really fired up the old man and got under his skin. He proudly proclaimed that despite the best efforts of the commercial media and other outside influences, he was going to make his best effort for us to all experience a traditional Christmas, just like when he was a kid.

Oh, oh, even though I was a ten-year-old runny-nosed kid, I could sense that this could have some serious ramifications.

One night after work, much to the chagrin and horror of our dear Mum, the old man went down into our basement and made a ton of noise. You could hear that he was moving things around and you knew this was going to be an adventure.

He then dragged and bumped up the stairs, a four foot by eight-foot-long old board from the basement, which was what the Christmas village was set up upon and displayed. He moved a lot of the furniture out of our living room while Mum watched and asked what he was doing.

“Starting, our traditional Christmas,” was his answer. I got the strange impression that our dear Mum was completely happy with our regular, old, Christmas celebrations, and she suspected that this traditional celebration was trouble on the Henson family horizon. Our father worked like a madman clearing out the sofa, extra chairs, and the coffee table, much to the vexation of our mother, who protested the loss of her living room.

The old man continued undaunted with his mission because he had now focused on a one-man mission to save Christmas. He was not going to allow a little thing such as furniture, get in his way this Christmas season. He was piling all the living room furniture into the spare bedroom.

“But where will our company and guests sit for the holidays when they come to visit?” Dear Mum asked, as she watched the old man move pieces of furniture out of the living room.

“On their tookuses . . . where the hell else would they sit?” The old man was on a bit of a roll as he answered rather smartly to Mum. My old man had a custom language of his own. It was a mixture of Paterson, New Jersey street slang, military jargon, and some other unknown gibberish. Despite the obscurity, we all knew the location of the human body to which he was referring.

He worked on the village feverishly, with his eyes bugging out, and a wild look in his eyes. Single-handedly, he turned the house into a full out Christmas billboard. While he worked, he still would ramble on and on about a traditional holiday, while our mother just wrung her hands, asking when she could count on this all being over.

The sweat ran down the old man’s face mixed with blobs of gold tinsel and artificial spray snow as he explained to dear Mum, “I promise, honey. You and the kids are going to love Christmas this year.”

Mum just stood there and shook her head. I had the feeling that she felt as if it was a vain promise.

“We are going all-out to celebrate a Henson family Christmas just like it was when I was a kid,” the old man promised, while he dragged the last chair out of the living room and moved it towards the spare bedroom.

Have you ever noticed that in the midst of these happy times in your life that there is always a little interruption? Yes, an interruption, it is a sudden bump in the road, a thorn that sticks into your backside while you merrily dance through the golden fields of happiness singing cheerful songs, or maybe it is just some unexpected lumps, which appear in your mashed potatoes.

This joyful event was to be no exception to the rule.

You see, then, it happened, in the midst of celebrating, and elevating us all up into joyous traditional Christmas celebrations; my sister made the fatal mistake of asking a simple, logical question.

“Since we are having a traditional Christmas this year, Dad, does this mean we can have a real Christmas tree instead of that horrible, artificial thing?” My sister asked.

Right in mid-move, the old man stopped, and dropped the chair he was moving into the spare bedroom. His jaw dropped, and his eyeballs popped out of his head. If there was one thing the old man recently and firmly placed as number one on his rule list, (We had thought it was the Thanksgiving thingy, but the old man had not yet printed a scorecard to follow all of these rules) it was that you had to have a fake tree.

He refused to use the word artificial. The old man called it exactly what it was; a fake Christmas tree!

His reasoning was actually very simple, and in his opinion, very factual, as to why you could not ever have a real cut tree in your home for your Christmas celebration. The pure, simple fact of the matter is that real trees are never fresh, they cut them down months before the holiday, and they always dry out before Christmas.

The final nail in the real Christmas tree coffin was the most dramatic, as his stance always included that you cannot enjoy the season because, “You have to sleep with one eye open since you worry if the house will burn down or not. Those trees on the Christmas tree lots are all dried up, old relics of Christmas trees.”

Sure enough, once my unsuspecting sister had asked the fatal question, the old man fired back with guns blazing, “So you want to ruin Christmas already, by having a real Christmas tree in the house? You will have us all worried every day if the house will burn down!”

My poor sister quickly retreated from her question. She was truly sorry that she had ever brought it up; after all, the last thing we wanted was to burn our house down, even if it meant having a wonderful, happy, traditional Christmas celebration!

“But Dad, the signs always say fresh Christmas trees,” my sister gallantly gave it another try.

“Ha! Fresh my Christmas tree ass! Fresh, maybe in July, but certainly not at Christmas time. Those Christmas tree stands are all run by thieves, crooks, and charlatans,” the scoffing old man struck at the very heart of the matter.

Since we were actually very stupid kids, we were, of course, scared stiff. Visions of infernos and incinerated Christmas trees danced through our heads. I had a horrible thought of Santa Claus himself, dropping his pipe in our Christmas tree and then running for his life as the flames licked his red suited backside!

This was some serious stuff. After all, I respected the old man; he was a very smart man. He knew an awful lot about the world, and the cruel and unpredictable pitfalls that lurked around virtually every corner. He read all about the latest in conspiracies, plots, theories, and tragedies every month in his Dark Secrets magazine.

Therefore, I went along with it, as did my sister, just as we had for many years in the past. When this had come up previously, I had asked my buddies at school, if they had heard of the inferno Christmas tree theory, but none of my buddies had ever heard of it. I also checked the newspaper around Christmas time and I diligently searched for any articles on houses burning down to the ground, in which the cause of the fire was dried up, old, relics of Christmas trees that were cut down in July, and sold by charlatans, but it seemed to be to no avail.

Despite the lack of proof to substantiate the dried up, flaming, Christmas tree theory, this year seemed to be the same old stance. In spite of the potential opening presented by this year’s traditional Christmas caveat, the old man had already dug in on the issue of the real tree. We were doomed forever to having a fake tree for our yearly Christmas celebration.

All the rest of the time while he worked on setting up the miniature village, he ranted and scolded us for even bringing up the idea of burning our house down with some dried up, old relic of a tree.

He even told us for the one-millionth time the story of how our grandfather had shown him as a kid how Christmas trees dry up and ignite. The old man brought up once more the tale of how our grandfather had taken a match to their old tree after Christmas and lit it on fire in their driveway.

“Within seconds it was gone! Poof! A blazing inferno, I never forgot that!” The old man testified in a very fervent and emphatic manner, waving his arms and hands over his head to demonstrate how the tree had burned to a mere twig and then ashes within a matter of seconds. My sister and I clung to one another, shaking and trembling at the mere thought of the blazing Christmas tree.

Oh, the pain and the shock of it all!

Thwarted once more by the old man and his dramatic and frightening testimony of blazing Christmas trees! Regardless of the proclamation of this being a new and profound, traditional Christmas year, the cold, stark reality remained that the old man was not going to let up on his stance of ever allowing a real Christmas tree anywhere near our home.

He even added for the proverbial icing on the Christmas cake, a simple fact. He stated that you never fully enjoy a real tree. The reason is that even if you by some remote chance, make it through the holiday without your house becoming a pile of smoldering ashes, then you cannot enjoy it long, because the tree is so dried up that you have to throw it out the day after Christmas, rather than risk leaving it up until after New Year’s Day.

This was, of course, a major violation of his famous, “end of Christmas rule.” You see, another rule, in the old man’s endless holiday regulation book, was that according to him, the Christmas season actually ended on New Year’s Day. Then you were finally cleared and authorized to take down the tree and put away the decorations.

The Hebrews had nothing on the old man with their books of laws; the old man had them all beat.

The entire rest of the night, as he worked and set up his Christmas wonderland, he continued to state his position. The old man was determined to knock any remaining foolish whims out of our heads as to having a real tree for this year’s holiday.

Generally, kids are relatively evil in nature when they do not get what they want.

My sister and I were no different.

Over the next few days, we dug in and relentlessly bombed the old man with every angle we could muster up over this real tree situation. Therefore, it began what would become an all-out verbal warfare and conflict, as we campaigned for a real tree, and the old man fought back to preserve the family home, as well as to save his traditional Christmas!

My sister, being three years older than I was, had a unique and certain flair for how to work the angles. She was a more seasoned antagonist than I was at this point; after all, she had a lot more experience!

“Well, Daddy . . . all my friends have real trees,” my sister would randomly report during the week at the dinner table.

She would then announce a list of about twenty or thirty kids in school, who she was sure had real trees. I would then swoop in for an attack with my testimony of Harry, Jeff, Ray, and ten other kids who have real trees.

It was a well-prepared, tag-team match of the real Christmas tree promotion, which was in reality a well-concealed, verbal assault on the old man.

During this endless provocation, the old man would do his best to ignore us, and he would make his best effort at trying to enjoy his dinner.   We were annoying, and every kid knows that you can eventually wear your parents down by bugging the living stuffing out of them until they want to squeeze their own eyeballs out of their head. Our father was no ordinary parent though. He was tough, and he hung in there. When we saw that our initial efforts were a hopeless failure, then we shifted gears, and we tried to drag our mother into the debate, but she remained wisely neutral and stayed on the sidelines.

Our mum, as we called her, was of English descent, and she had her own particular nuances of the holiday that she would bring up occasionally, but for the most part, she conceded that the old man was the household king of Christmas. Venturing into the dangerous waters of his endless rules and regulations of Christmas was just not worth it to her. Looking back, I think behind the scenes, our mother would also advocate for a real tree, but she carefully plotted her attack, not willing to risk upsetting the old man too much.

After the old man clearly won the first rounds, my sister and I were a bit glum, but not yet willing to give up the fight! However, the horizon was not to remain morose for very long, as the first slight crack in the proverbial, fake Christmas tree armor came from an unlikely source, which was our old Christmas lights!

We did not realize it at first, but eventually when we looked back at the steps that led us on this adventure, the lights were the first glimmers of hope that we had.

Every year, as a prelude to the big decorating celebration day, we would drag out the big, giant strings of gaudy, ugly Christmas light bulbs, and the old man would test them to see if any were in need of repairs.

The lights were very old, and most of the time, they required maintenance, such as rewiring socket repairs, other various inspections, and work, in order for them to last for one more year. The old man would pull out his special electrical repair kit that he bought from Substantial Industries a few years earlier and set the tools and lights up on the workbench to check them out before decorating.

He rubbed his hands together and licked his lips in a fervor at the prospect of sparks, fried ozone, and December fireworks. A repair and an excuse to utilize one of his beloved tools from Substantial Industries were more than enough to stir up his soul.

The old man untangled the first string, reached over, and plugged it into an electrical socket, as my sister and I watched. Of course, not a single light bulb lit on the string, and we heard some electrical crackling noises, so the old man was off on a troubleshooting mission.

These were large bulbs, and around them went a shiny, metal reflector that you placed over the bulb socket. The reflectors, which we had, were only available in a few different colors, and my sister and I thought they were hideous. The bulbs were in standard colors, with reds, blues, and greens being the primary colors, and they were all so old now that the paint inside was chipping out. You could see a clear light shining through where the paint had chipped off, and they were old and ugly. In addition, the bulbs were like an inferno, and they burned really, really hot. In fact, it felt like you could heat the living room by turning on your Christmas tree!

As we watched the old man testing them one-by-one, we noticed that he suddenly was having very little success in repairing them. None of the lights would light.

Sparks popped in the air and we all jumped back as the old man pulled the plug from the wall socket on his workbench. There was the distinct smell of fried ozone in the air, and a heavy electrical odor surrounded us. After popping two fuses in our house’s main fuse box, the old man was becoming frustrated. After replacing another fuse, he looked at the two of us, shook his head, put some of his tools away in his special kit, and turned off the light over the workbench.

He then strangely put the strings of lights aside and waved for us kids to head out of the basement and back upstairs. The old man did not say a word; he silently made his way behind us and up the basement stairs.

“Aren’t you going to fix the lights, Dad?” I asked.

“Damn, shitty old lights. Don’t worry about it, kid. I will get to them. I have an idea. You ask a lot of questions there, kid,” the old man mumbled back to me.

Ah hah! An idea, but we did not know what it could be at this point. Of course, these bulbs because of the heat they generated, only favored the old man and his anti-real tree position, since they could cause a fire in the middle of a rainstorm, so we thought it did not make any sense when he pushed them aside.

What was the idea that the old man had up his sleeve? What would we do now?

It was only a few days away from our famous light stringing exercise, so if we did not have working lights, what was the plan?

We wrapped up in a Henson family Christmas celebration, many annoying and peculiar exercises. One of the main rules and regulations in the old man’s step-by-step Christmas celebration manual was that we would put all the lights on the Christmas tree one day before the proclamation of “the official tree decorating party.”

“No one likes to put the lights on. It is very tedious, and boring,” was the old man’s stance, so he created a separate event to put the lights on and preserve interest.

The old man, my sister, and I, would assemble the tree and then put the lights on. It was a strenuous operation as we helped the old man position the lights perfectly on the tree. He would wind them on, and we would hold the lights strings up and get them tangled around our feet and head. The old man would tug on them and yell at us to give him some slack, and for us to pay attention to what we were doing.

I had to admit, putting the lights on was a major operation, and it was not really very exciting. My sister or I would fall victim to daydreaming, or looking out the window, and sure enough, a bulb would fall on the floor and break, or a string would be stuck in my sister’s hair, or some other pitfall would occur.

The old man would pop out of some small section of the tree, look around to see what had happened, and then reprimand us for being bums! We were inferior Christmas tree-light stringer-helpers!

After the horrible light stringing exercise that went on for hours, the tree would then be ready for the final decorating. The actual decorating event, unlike the bulb stringing operation, was a fun and enjoyable time. The decorating of the tree was a full blown-out party. In fact, it was an elaborate and enjoyable party, with drinks, snacks, music, and other fanfare.

Other than the horrible inferno lights, the other annoying element of our fake tree was that the old man insisted on using this artificial Christmas tree scent that came in a spray can. It came in a green can with Christmas lights and ornaments printed upon it, and once the tree was set up and the lights were on, he would reach for the can of artificial tree scent. The old man would grab it and unleash a bomb of this foul smelling, horrible spray all over the place.

It was supposed to smell just like a real Christmas tree, but all it did was cause our mother to have this atrocious headache.

He would spray it all over the place, while Mum would hold her head in anguish and complain, “My goodness, that stuff, gives me such a headache. It smells like cheap, awful perfume! Do you have to spray it all over the place?”

“Nah, nah, nah, this here is great stuff,” the old man would say. “It makes the tree smell just like a real tree.”

Then Mum would read the instructions printed on the spray can and tell him the same thing she told him the year before. She knew that the directions on the can clearly state that you should never spray the scent on a lit tree, as it was a fire hazard.

Mum would then report, “You are not even supposed to be spraying this stuff with the tree lit as it can cause a fire. It is right here that the spray can cause immediate and spontaneous combustion of the Christmas tree.”

“Don’t
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