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To Ronzo, the entire gang, and all those who understand what Christmas cheer really is.
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Harry’s Resort

To all the folks on John Street then and now.
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The Eye of the Tiger

To Harry and his awesome and wonderful 1975 Sonicmobile. I hope it is still rolling off in the night somewhere, the windows open, and the music blasting from its tape deck.

THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s eccentric 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.

“I think that was part of the magic of this era of the 1970s. It was a time when simple things and events provided joy, and they did not cost a lot of money, or were very complicated. Oftentimes in our lives, it is the simple things that mean so very much.”

Paul John Hausleben August 2012
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I ENJOY LOOKING BACK in time. I do it often, and I am not ashamed to admit that for the most part, I look back fondly on past times. I decided to create these simple stories about what I feel was a simpler and wonderful time. I included two central characters that become boyhood friends and form a bond that lasts a lifetime.

This book is a compilation of three stories that mark the beginning of when one of the friends decides to narrate his adventures in a memoir type format. The character provides his thoughts from a stream of consciousness, which is almost as though he is speaking to the reader in person with his New Jersey accent and authentic New Jersey, “speak.” It is a simple theme, and one that carries the reader from their youth, all the way into later books, when they become grown men. These two friends support each other through thick and thin, and the bond they enjoy is really a once in a lifetime experience. The adventures take place in that weird and strange place known as northern New Jersey. For those who also grew up there, as I did, then I will not have to expand upon it. For others, it remains the strange, weird, and wacky place that it is.

I feel that the human element of life in the 1970s was so much more involved in our everyday lives.

It was my intention to capture a piece of that element, with these stories that poke fun at life, have a good touch of humor in them, as well as some heartfelt influences. They are really about some very special people who shared an awful lot together, changed, and shaped each other’s lives through simple everyday events.

I would be remiss to pass this all off as total fiction as there really is some element of truth to these stories and characters. I can easily leave it up to the reader to decide exactly how much of the content actually is nonfiction. That may be part of the fun here!

I hope you enjoy the nostalgia, a look back at these simpler times, and enjoy reading these tales as much as I enjoyed writing them.
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PAUL JOHN HAUSLEBEN

August 2012

A story for the Christmas season

The Time Bomb in The Cupboard
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A story for the summer

Harry’s Resort
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A story for any season

The Eye of the Tiger
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Prologue
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Memories in time only pass if you allow them to. If you set your mind to it, then they remain with you forever.

I am Paul John Henson, and I can say that memories to me in my life, well, they are a friend, a constant companion to remind me of good times and of bad.

I feel that only you can decide which ones to recall or which ones to forget. Inside of all of us, when you try really hard, you can find there is a special capability to remember all the adventures of our lives.

Sitting around one day, I suddenly decided to begin to write down some of my life’s adventures. It seemed to be time, a release of some sort for my soul. It was as if they just had to come out of me, for reasons that I could not really understand.

I just had to do it, so I picked up a pen, grabbed some paper, and started to write them all down.

“Oh, c’mon, Paul! For the love of Pete! Can you stop being an old lady and listen to me for just a minute or two!” Harry M. Redmond Jr. shouted at me. When I tried to interject some logic to my best friend into the current situation, we were about to get ourselves embroiled into this go around.

“Well, Harry, it is just that I think we should. . ..”

“Oh, geezzzz . . . stop,” Harry said as he walked over to me, put his big arm around me, and squeezed me as only he could.

He waved his hand in the air in front of us and said, “Oh, stop being such an old lady, will you, Paul! You of all people know that for Harry and Paul, it is one adventure after another, so come along for the ride and see where it all takes us.”
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The Time Bomb in the Cupboard


Chapter One


The Redmond Family
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MY BEST BUDDY GROWING up was Harry M. Redmond Junior. Even as a little kid and as a teenager, he was loud, bombastic, friendly, and outgoing. He had a mischievous side, but for the most part, he stayed out of trouble. He was a great friend to hang with; no one was more fun. Harry and all of his family were the same. They all were happy, gregarious, and over the top in everything, they did. There was no middle road with any of the Redmonds. There was nothing on Earth that he and his family liked better than a party, a holiday, or any kind of big shindig that you could ever imagine. The Redmond family was the happiest, most carefree bunch of people that I had ever encountered.

Harry and I were best buddies and we would hang around with our mutual friend, Jeff. All of us grew up within a few city blocks of one another, in a hard-core, old, gritty northern New Jersey town right outside the big city of Paterson. Harry and his family were unique in many ways, but one of the aspects of the entire gang that I remember the most was that they worked hard, really hard. In fact, they worked tremendously long hours during the week, from sunrise to sundown. Then, as hard as they worked, they also partied just as hard.

Harry’s mother had passed away when he was young and shortly thereafter, Harry’s father had then asked his oldest daughter, Linda Boatmann to move into the family home, along with her own family, to help take care of the house as well as Harry and his dad.

Linda was Harry’s oldest sister, and she returned to the house which she had grown up in, along with her two children and her husband Ronnie. That was just some of the family, because, along with the humans, the house also had a menagerie of animals.

There was Cocoa, the world’s smartest dog; there was Marshmallow, a tiny, miniature poodle, there also were rabbits, and birds, hamsters, fish tanks, turtles, and even at one time; a ferret named Finky! Everyone and everything crammed into this little; typical northern New Jersey Cape Cod house, and somehow, they made it all work. At times, it was a wild scene, with dogs running around barking, big and little kids screaming and yelling, and people laughing and carrying on in an almost constant environment of fun and excitement.

The most important thing was that everyone was happy.

Another detail about the Redmond family was that they were all big. When I mean big, I mean big all over. They were all big in size, voices, personality, and in life.

Harry's father, Mr. Harry M. Redmond Sr., was a large, round, jolly chap with a big belly, bouncing cheeks, a big deep voice, and a heart of gold. He was tall and had a thick shock of pure white hair that he swirled over to the side of his head. He laughed and smiled easily, loved his family and his work, as every man should, or at least, wished that he could.

Mr. Redmond always told us to look upon every day as an opportunity. It was good advice to us kids, in fact, good advice to anyone. He was the supervisor of a sheet metal shop where Harry became an apprentice when he was old enough to begin to work. Mr. Redmond ran the entire shop, as well as the work crews. Mr. Redmond left for work early in the morning, usually around four in the morning, and he did not ever return earlier than seven in the evening.

Ronnie Boatmann was Mr. Redmond’s son-in-law. They got along wonderfully, almost like a son, and a father would. Ronnie was a heavyset guy, with a big, round head along with a thin, wispy beard that he trimmed close to his face.

Ronnie was also tall, and he had clear blue eyes and very light blonde thinning hair, and even though he was a heavyset guy, he was quite the handsome man. He would tell all the young neighborhood guys stories of how in his younger days, the young women would chase him all over town! It appeared that he also allowed a few of them to catch him here and there.

Ronnie had served in combat in Vietnam and he had experienced a difficult time over there. He never really spoke of Vietnam very much, just every once in a while. Ronnie was a maintenance electrician in a large building in downtown Paterson, and he too worked from sunup to sundown. People often referred to and spoke to Ronnie by his nickname, which was “Ronzo.” In fact, he seemed very often to prefer that name, and he would actually use it to refer to himself in conversation. Ronzo was very smart, and he could engage in a conversation on almost any subject, from politics to history. He also was a happy, go lucky, type of guy. He was always good for a joke or two, and some of them that he had told us now that we were teenagers, I was very careful not to repeat to my parents!

Harry’s sister Linda was also quite big; she was round and jolly like her father. Linda was always laughing and smiling, and she was very charismatic and pretty, with short brown hair and a big smile.

Wonderful people were the Redmond family; there was not a sad sack or nasty person amongst them.

The entire neighborhood would always come over to their house for these fantastic outdoor picnics in the summer, with weekend parties and shindigs that lasted from Friday night, all the way until late on Sunday night. Holidays were extra special celebrations, with huge, wild, all out parties for the Fourth of July, Labor Day, Halloween and every holiday in between.

The Redmond’s Labor Day picnics were legendary, and still spoken of in the neighborhood to this day, as often they were theme type picnics. Folks dressed up like cowboys for a western theme one year, the next year they held a Hawaiian Luau, and then the next year, it was a merry old England! The food, beer, wine, and fun never ended during these parties, and they provided lifetime memories of good times. The Redmond gang certainly was the hit of the neighborhood, and they loved every minute of it. It often seemed as if every person from the entire neighborhood would congregate there, and you never knew what kind of fun and excitement the Redmonds would come up with for the next holiday.

The masterminds of all of this holiday planning and merriment were clearly Linda and her younger sister, Patty. Patty was in age right between Harry and Linda and she was just as big, just as jolly, and just as much fun as the rest of the gang. Patty was married to George Pinia, who people knew by his nickname, which was, “The Big Spike.” George had been the only person in our entire neighborhood that we knew of who went to college. He had been a power volleyball player in college; he stood about six feet seven inches and weighed about two hundred and fifty pounds.

George was one big man!

In college, George was a legendary and devastating player, who, because of his height and ability, would spike the volleyball down upon his victims, and inflict pain and torture on the opposition team. He earned the nickname and had the trophies on his shelf to prove it. While they did not live at the Redmond’s house, George and Patty were always over at the house, and Patty worked with her sister to plan all the fun and activities.

Mr. Redmond always stood on the sidelines, smiling and funding these activities; he was the First National Bank of Redmond. The two sisters combined their innovative talents for parties along with the next-door neighbors, who were the Porters. The Porters were our other friend Jeff’s parents, who were famous for always being the hit of the parties with their incredible creativity. One year, for the big Fourth of July party, Mr. Porter attended the party, dressed like Uncle Sam and Mrs. Porter attended, dressed as the Statue of Liberty. These outings led to some fantastic memories and fun. The famous Hawaiian Luau featured Mr. Redmond, Ronnie, and Mr. Porter dressed as hula girls. Now that was some sight to see!

However, no holiday, not the Fourth of July, not Thanksgiving, not Labor Day, not New Year’s Day. None of them exceeded the all-out celebrations that went on for a Redmond family Christmas.

Nothing beat Christmas for the Redmond family.

Right after Thanksgiving, the Redmond family transformed their house into a winter wonderland right in the middle of urban New Jersey. They had lights all around the house, inside and outside, lights across the yard, and on top of the pool deck. They had wreaths on all the doors, and mounted on the outside of all the windows, plastic Santa Claus, and reindeer on the porch rooftop, and plastic snowmen, and elves all over the front yard.

Extension cords crisscrossed the paths, illuminating a waving and animated ground-mounted Santa Claus, along with lighted nativity scenes, candles illuminated the inside of all the windows, and candy canes lined all the sidewalk paths. It was a fantastic Christmas wonderland! A large-scale outdoor Christmas electric train chugged around the small front yard in a little circle. It would blow a whistle as it carried waving elves and wrapped gifts in the train cars, driven by a grinning, miniature Santa Claus who was leaning out the locomotive window.

There was a plastic, waving Santa strapped to the chimney on top of the housetop. His sled and reindeer were also up there, but since the house was small, there was not enough room for all of them to fit on the rooftop. Therefore, Ronzo scattered them here and there along the roof and fit them the best that he could. It looked like a haphazard landing for Santa on this rooftop!

They had twenty-four hours, seven days a week, Christmas music playing in a looping tape that Ronzo had rigged up, and piped to outside speaker systems mounted at the front porch, and in the backyard. In between the music, at the top of the hour, you were treated to a loud, “HO, HO, HO, HO, MERRY CHRISTMAS,” which bellowed from the speakers to remind everyone in the neighborhood that Santa lived here, along with everyone else in the Redmond household.

Ronnie often utilized his talents with electricity and electronics and at Christmas time, his talents were particularly evident. Ronzo worked into his system that the "ho, ho, ho, Santa" was even triggered by motion sensors when someone came close to the house and set off the light beam to begin the bellowing Santa.

My personal favorite of all the Christmas decorations and animation was the front door bell for the Redmonds. Ronnie had rigged it up with an electronic chime that played “Jingle Bells” when you rang it.

They had everything!

The inside of the house was like Crumbley’s Department Store during the holidays. Crumbley’s was the largest store in downtown Paterson, and it was where we all shopped. Crumbley’s store at Christmas was overwhelming with all the decorations. You could hardly move inside without bumping into a tree, wreath, or a plastic, grinning Santa Claus. The Redmond family would give Crumbley’s a run for it, in the old decoration competition, that was for sure. They had almost as much in the way of decorations inside the home as they did outside. It was hard enough to move inside of the undecorated house with all the activity and people who lived there, but it was even worse during the Christmas season. Lights were all over the house, blinking and flashing in your eyes. Music was playing twenty-four hours a day, Santa Claus, reindeer and snowmen blew up balloons floated in the air.

Christmas, Christmas, Christmas, all over the place, wherever you looked, it was an extravagant Christmas celebration. It was fascinating.

The only item missing from the Redmond family Christmas at this time of year was the actual Christmas tree. The Redmonds believed that the tree only went up, and the family decorated the tree together on Christmas Eve after midnight mass at the local Catholic Church. This was a new notion to me, as my old man insisted that the tree went up two weeks before Christmas and we always had an artificial tree. The Redmonds could only have a real tree, and despite the fact that they decorated the entire house from top to bottom, they left the tree for last.

I was about to find out just how important a piece of the giant Redmond Christmas celebration that real tree was.

Actually, the tree was important, but this particular year, as the big holiday approached, there was one other item that I was also going to discover. That one mysterious item turned out to be even more important than the beloved Christmas tree, at least to some of them it was.

This one mysterious Christmas item caused an incident to occur in our neighborhood that continued to be the topic of discussions for years and years. In fact, there are still some folks who were involved, or knew of the incident that even now, gather here and there, and over tea, coffee, or their other favorite beverages, still tell the story of that Christmas long ago.
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Chapter Two



Be Careful in the Cupboard!
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I was always over the Redmond’s house after school and on the weekends, hanging around with Harry, and having a great time doing all the things that a bunch of dopey teenagers would do. Jeff Porter would also come over on occasion after we all finished our homework. We were in a trade school now; all three of us attended a vocational school for our high school education.

We were around fifteen years old or so, early teenagers that were just getting ready for good times and constant fun.

It was right after Thanksgiving, in or around 1973, and on this particular day, I went over to the Redmond’s house right after school. It was the time of the year that it became dark relatively early, so there was not too much time after school to do many outdoor activities. Harry had a big driveway with an outside spotlight, so we would go over to his house to shoot our street hockey pucks around in his driveway until it became too dark for us to continue.

Harry, Jeff, and I were shooting around in his yard this one night when we heard the big roar of the engine of Ronnie’s sports car pull into the front of the driveway. Ronnie and Mr. Redmond always arrived home very late from work, so when they did get home, they were hungry, and the dinner hour was really becoming late. We went inside to say hello to everyone, and the Redmond family gathered around the kitchen table, getting ready for a big meal that Linda had prepared. Mr. Redmond came in and slapped us all on the back and he sat down, along with Ronnie, at the table.

Cocoa and Marshmallow were running around barking, Harry’s little nieces and nephews were screaming and hollering, and there was a Christmas record that was playing on the record player; in other words, all was normal at the Redmond’s house.

The transformation into Christmas madness mode had begun.

Patty and the Big Spike came by and Linda invited me to stay for dinner. It was beginning to turn into a typical gathering over at the Redmond’s house, and as usual, it was full of laughter and fun. I called my parents and told them I would be eating over at Harry's and they were fine with that.

Linda went into the fridge to get her father and Ronnie some beers and she opened the door, reached in and asked her father, “Dad, do you want a Dingleberry or a Big Boulder beer?”  

“Big Boulder, please Linda, those Dingleberries are way too sweet.”

Ronzo piped in, “Honey, please, let me have a Dingleberry, would you?” Linda grabbed the beers and gave them to her father and her husband.

I was standing next to Ronnie by the side of the kitchen table, when Ronnie turned to me and asked, “Hey Paul, can you turn around there and reach up into the top of the cupboard and get my special, commemorative, Dingleberry beer mug? But when you reach up there, please be very careful of the Boryeungous!”

Ronnie was up out of his chair now, his voice becoming louder and he had a very serious look on his face. I looked at him, not quite understanding what he had said, but Ronnie was waving and motioning to me towards the top left-hand corner of the kitchen cupboards.

I opened the cupboard and asked Ronnie, “Which one of these is your special mug?”

Ronnie stood up a little from his chair, pointed into the deep recess on the cupboard to a large clear beer mug, and said, “That mug there. But, be careful of that big glass jar in there, in that dark, back, corner of the cupboard, and be sure not to knock it or disturb it! Close the door as soon as you can. I cannot get too much light in there, as it could spoil the mixture.”

I quickly grabbed the mug and closed the door to the cupboard. By his intense reaction, I was afraid that some horrible penalty or punishment would come upon me if I had not complied with his instructions. I had to admit, it was now very intriguing as to what Ronnie had hid in the dark recess of the back of this kitchen cupboard.

“Oh, be careful, Paul. You do not want to go anywhere near his precious Boryeungous,” Linda cautioned me.

As I handed Ronnie his beer mug, I asked him, “What is up there in the cupboard, booey, what was it?”

“Boryeungous,” Ronnie answered without hesitation while taking a long, deep sip of beer.

“That is my special mixture. On New Year’s Day, every year, I get out a large, special glass jar that came over with my family years ago, from Holland. It has been in my family for years and years,” Ronnie explained between sips. “I then get raisins, dates, figs, apricots, and other little fruits, along with some very high proof whiskey and rum. My father had this special recipe of fruit and booze that he wrote down for my brothers and me to follow every year as a family tradition. I then mix it all together in the jar and heat it up very gently over a low flame on the stove, being very careful not to allow it to become too hot. You do not want too much heat to boil away the alcohol.”

Ronnie became very animated in his explanation, and I could see how much of an intricate process this recipe really was.

Everyone was listening and studying his face as he reenacted the cooking process to prepare his special mixture.

“While the mixture is still hot, I seal it off on the top with a special cap and let it cool down. I then put it up in the dark corner of the top of that cupboard and leave it alone. I never even consider touching or disturbing it for almost a year until it is time for the family outing to get our Christmas tree. You see, if you break the seal early, then the mixture is ruined. That is why you have to be so careful!”

Linda then piped in and explained that Ronnie had been doing this every year from when they were first married and she added, “He guards it like a bulldog.”

I was now very curious, as I had never heard of such a thing, and perhaps I may have overstepped my invitation a little, because I mustered up enough courage to ask Ronnie if I could look at it.

Ronnie looked at me suspiciously out of the corner of his eye and then he said, “Sure, go ahead, just open the cupboard door a little bit, and take a quick look so the light does not get in there. It has been fermenting for almost a year and light is the enemy of the mixture.”

I opened the door to the cupboard just a crack and stuck my head in to take a look. All the while Ronzo kept a watchful eye on me to make sure I did not touch or disturb it. I could see that Ronnie moved the top shelf of the cupboard down in order to make room for the glass jar, which was about eighteen to twenty inches high and about eight or ten inches wide.

It was indeed a big jar!

All I could see was a bunch of raisins, dates, and fruit floating around in a dark mixture. In reality, there was not too much to see. I closed the door and looked over at Ronnie, who was smiling at me and nodding his head.

“This Saturday is the big day, Paul,” Ronzo said with a coy smile. I was a bit puzzled as to why this Saturday was so special.

Ronnie explained, “We all head up to the country and pick out and cut down a real Christmas tree and that is when we open up and test the Boryeungous.”

I could see the happy anticipation in Ronnie’s eyes; it was truly a Christmas spirit to him.

Mr. Redmond then piped in, “You know, we are going to bring the big truck home from the shop on Saturday, because the entire neighborhood rides along with us and we need the truck to haul all the trees.” With that classic big smile and twinkling eyes, Mr. Redmond continued with an invitation, “We have been doing this for years and years, and you and your family are invited.”

Occasionally, I had seen the big truck in front of the Redmond’s house and it was not a pretty sight. The big truck from the shop where Mr. Redmond worked was a huge old bomb of a truck that they used to haul around the giant, stainless steel counters that they made. The company that he worked for made stainless steel counters for the diners that were on every street corner in all of New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut.

The last time the big truck was in our neighborhood, a neighbor called the fire department because of the huge smoke bombs that came out of it. The poor folks were certain that one of the old abandoned factories that were quite abundant within our city blocks was on fire.

Now, my old man was a fake Christmas tree guy; not artificial, not plastic, he called it as it really was.

It was a fake tree.

I knew my parents would not be too keen on an excursion to cut down a tree, or freezing half to death walking around some woods, somewhere, to watch others pick out a tree. Yet this Redmond family adventure sure sounded intriguing to me!

“Where do you go to cut down your own Christmas tree, Mr. Redmond?” I asked, as now my curiosity had picked up considerably.

Harry jumped into the conversation as he sensed my excitement at the prospect of going along. Harry continued with some advertising for the event.

“We go way out in the country, Paul. Way out on this giant mountain, called Christmas Tree Mountain. Our family has been going to the same place for years,” Harry explained as he moved closer to me from the other side of the room to push his sales pitch in person. “The guy, and his family that owns the mountain, knows us really well, and they give us special treatment. Everyone from the neighborhood is going this Saturday, and we all ride all the way out there. We set up a base camp with food and music. It is unbelievable! We climb to the top of the mountain, pick out and cut down trees, haul them down, and load them on the big truck from the shop. You have to go. It is a fantastic time!”

Linda, Ronnie, Mr. Redmond, and the rest of the gang nodded their heads and all encouraged me to come with them and the rest of the group. Jeff chimed in now and told me that he and his parents always go, and he testified as to what a great time it was.

For a kid like me, who had grown up in this urban asphalt and cement city, a trip out to the middle of nowhere to cut down a real tree seemed like a cool adventure. After all, we hardly even had trees in our neighborhood, let alone Christmas trees, so this sounded like a holiday scene that I had only ever seen on the front cover of a Christmas card. I promised the Redmond family that I would ask my parents, even though I knew they would not want a tree, but I sure would like to come along.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, please ask your old man,” Mr. Redmond answered. “Everyone in the entire John Street neighborhood is coming along.”

After we finished eating, I went home and told my parents all about the big event planned for the weekend.

“No kidding.” my father was clearly amazed at the description of the latest Redmond adventure. “How many people do you think are going?”

“Well,” I started to count on my fingers. “Let me see, we have the Porters, all the Redmonds, Patty and the Big Spike, the Clipclocks, Joe Hinky Doo and his father, Billy Healy,” and on and on I went, as my parents just sat there amazed at the size of this particular Redmond exploit.

As I had expected, my parents, after a few questions, gracefully bowed out of attending, but they gave me permission to go. I was fifteen years old or thereabouts at the time, and they knew that Mr. Redmond and Mr. Porter would be there, so we could not get ourselves into too much trouble.

Harry, Jeff, and I talked it up all week at school, with Harry constantly promoting the weekend. He was quite the salesman, and he had me whipped up into a Christmas tree frenzy.

“You know, there will be snow on the ground way up there on top of the mountain,” Harry reported as we walked home from school. “It is all the way up near Pennsylvania.”

“Wow,” I said, “all the way out to Pennsylvania!”

I had never been that far out west before. The best our family would do was a trip into New York City to see a baseball game at Bugs Stadium or a trip in our 1964 Putter Classic model 200 to the New Jersey shore. As far as a trip on my own, it was unheard of. I never had an opportunity or an offer to go on an adventure such as this one before.

All during the rest of the week, all we talked about amongst ourselves was the upcoming trip. I am quite sure that I drove my parents and my sister crazy, going on and on over the dinner table about the pending excitement.

Just to add even more to the Christmas season feeling, on Friday during the day, it started to snow rather heavily. The storm left a crusty accumulation, along with an intense cold front that settled in for the end of the week. By nighttime on Friday, the snow had ended, and the day seemed to be breaking with very cold, but clear weather. I spoke to Harry one last time on Friday night, and he told me to make sure that I arrived over at his house very early.

Mr. Redmond would be driving the big truck back from the shop early in the morning, so I needed to be over there as soon as I could in the morning.

It would be a restless night for me as the excitement and anticipation were really growing in intensity now.
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Chapter Three



The Trip Begins
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Overnight, snowplows had cleared the roads, and they removed most of the snow accumulation from the roadways. I woke up very early to the sound of my old man pushing his snow shovel around in the driveway right outside my window. I lifted the shade and looked out my bedroom window to see just the very beginning of a red and yellow sunrise poking over the city skyline. It looked as if it was going to be sunny and very cold. The old steam radiator in my bedroom percolated little puffs of steam, while it creaked and cracked, in an effort to squeeze out a little heat into my room.

I jumped out of bed, grabbed the clothes that I had laid out the night before, and dressed as quickly as I could. My mum had insisted that I dress warmly, and she had laid out all types of cold weather gear for the trip up the mountain. It was just going to be me on my own without my family, one of my first excursions without them into the great unknown! This was a big deal for a kid from my neighborhood; you just never had a chance to escape that often. Little did I know that in a few short years, many more adventures out on my own awaited me, but that was still hanging out there on my horizon.

Right now, for me on this day, it was a Christmas adventure. Along with the entire neighborhood, we would all be heading up to Christmas Tree Mountain.

Mum had cooked up a hearty breakfast. This was even after I had told her the night before that Linda and Patty assured me that they were going to prepare all kinds of food. However, you know how parents are, and my mum harped on me that I had to eat and that I needed the food, in order to stay warm, while out in the cold all day. I pulled on my hat, my work boots, and gloves, waved goodbye to everyone, and ran out the back door all the way to Harry’s house.

I loved the cold weather; it did not bother me in the least, and this day was certain to test my mettle, as it was around ten or fifteen degrees. The sun promised some warmth, as it was just starting to peek over the horizon. I turned onto John Street and there it was, right in front of the Redmond’s house, the big, giant truck from the shop.

It was an old, open rack body truck, and from what I could tell, it was once brown. It was an obvious veteran of many hauling jobs. Once, it was proud and straight, but it was now full of dents and dings and it was all rusty and worn. It had big, dual wide tires on the rear, and old, bent, metal stake racks lining an old wooden deck in the rear. It smelled like diesel fuel and I could see big ice chunks and snow stuck under the tire flaps. The truck had the name of the shop painted on the side of the truck in faded, old white letters. Through the accumulated snow and ice on the side you could read “Taylor Industries and Metal Fabrication.”

Wow, I thought to myself, as I stared at the old truck, I hope this old bomb of a truck makes it all the way out to the country. I looked up and down John Street and all you could see were cars parked all over in every little available space, nook, or driveway.

The Redmonds never unplugged any of the Christmas lights or decorations; they just burned all the time. They left everything on twenty-four hours a day once the holiday season began. After Thanksgiving, that was it; they plugged all of it in and just let it go. I bounded up the front steps to go on the porch and set off the “HO, HO, HO” motion detector and rang the special musical doorbell.

“JUST COME ON IN!” someone shouted from inside and I opened the front door and stepped into a maze of people.

Harry and Jeff warmly greeted me and Ronnie immediately slapped me on the back. It seemed like everyone from the entire neighborhood was crowded into the Redmond’s home. The crowds of people were all eating, drinking coffee and tea, laughing and talking. Some were in large groups, some gathered in
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