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Dedication
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THE FAR SIDE OF HEAVEN is dedicated to all of those who have had a hard time at Christmas and often feel they may be forgotten. I know I’ve had my share of sorrow during the holidays. May this little telling bring you a sense of hope, and some Light at the end of your tunnel.
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Charlene’s Bane
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“THE FAULT, DEAR BRUTUS, is not in our stars,

But in ourselves.” -William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar

––––––––
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IF CHARLENE SHUT OFF her old pickup truck next to the ruins of her burned out house, she’d have to coast it down the hill and pop the clutch, and if that didn’t get the engine going, she’d have to push the rubber-wheeled antique back up the hill by herself.  That was a no-go on this icy incline, so she put the vehicle in park and with two hands, she hoisted the emergency brake lever.  

“Darn thing still sticks,” she mumbled, giving the brake a final yank.

Exhaust trundled into the air. The engine both sputtered and purred. She paused, her foot hovering over the clutch. 

“Well? What are you going to do?” she asked the old Ford. “Run or stall?”

Charlene waited. 

The engine spat a few times, then settled into a growl. She nodded and grabbed her gloves off the seat before planting her feet on the crunchy ice.

She pulled her wool scarf over her ears and tucked it in a knot under her coat close to her chin. Tugging her ski cap down over her head, she stepped away from the cab. She grabbed three milk crates out of the truck bed and headed toward the ruins that was once her home. The truck door swung open; the heater hadn’t worked ever since her ex rewired the ignition so what did it matter?

Nothing of her former house remained. There was only a lone brick fireplace standing amid the rubble of a burned-out ranch house. Most of the debris had been cleared, the broken glass, the charred furniture, the wiring that had melted into the ground. Her parents had hired a crew to clean up the remnants with a backhoe after this summer’s wildfire destroyed the forty-acre estate. She had no fire insurance. No one in Meritville did. Too many wildfires. 

Because of that, property values had plummeted. Instead of trying to sell the forty acres, her parents signed a quit claim deed to the property for Charlene. They put a portion of their savings in the bank to help her pick up the pieces of her broken life and then her parents moved to Europe. 

Perhaps someday Charlene would rebuild.

The only part of the ranch that hadn’t been devastated by the fire was the root cellar which was a dug-out separate from the home. Today Charlene filled her crates with the last of the home-canned goods that had been stored there. Apples, peaches, canned plums. Even the green beans from last year’s garden were still good. She’d need the extra food. With snow covering the mountain passes, their local grocery store was having difficulty keeping stocked. Tourism in her little town of Meritville would come to an abrupt standstill. It always did when winter set in unless the ski lodge twenty miles away brought visitors.

But why would they? Meritville had little to offer folks from the big city.

Charlene’s shop had weathered the lack of tourism in the past, but that was before the fire took so many homes. The population had declined drastically. Like her parents had, Meritville folks moved elsewhere. It was a wonder that the little community hadn’t become a ghost town.

Christmas was going to be cheerless this year. 
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The Shop
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“I’VE LEARNED A LONG time ago not to depend on the Meritville Mercantile to feed us” - Charlene

––––––––
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CHARLENE NOTICED JILL Newberry standing outside the Cozy Home Gift shop that also served as a library and coffee shop. When Charlene drove up, her friend pulled her hands out of her downy coat and waved, steamy breath leaking from under her turned up collar. The store wouldn’t open for an hour so to see Jill with her teeth chattering and stomping her boots on the brittle sidewalk surprised Charlene. 

“I’ll be right there. I’ve got to park this battle-axe on the hill. Meet me around the corner and you can help me carry a crate.” Charlene stopped in the street and shouted out the half-opened window.

“Got ya!” Jill agreed. 

The truck skidded when Charlene turned right on Oarlock Street, wheels spinning. She gunned the vehicle up the hill, made a U-turn by the alley and pulled up alongside the curb. Turning her wheels inward and with a strong hoist on the emergency brake handle, she shut off the engine. She quickly jumped out and retrieved two bricks from the truck bed and tossed them on the ground. With her boot, she kicked them in front of her tires. Jill trudged up the hill to meet her.

“What did you get this time?” Jill asked as Charlene pulled the crates out of the truck.

“Food.”

“Food? You worry too much,” Jill said. 

“And you don’t worry enough, Jill. I’ve learned a long time ago not to depend on the Meritville Mercantile to feed us.”

“It’s not like Lewisville is eons away. It only takes an hour to get there.”

Charlene looked at her friend’s brilliant blue eyes peeking out from under the woolen ski hat. 

“You jest,” Charlene said. 

“We could take my car,” Jill added meekly after a quick examination of Charlene’s truck.

“Thanks for recognizing this gas guzzling jalopy isn’t road-worthy!” She carried the weight of two filled crates down the hill with Jill carrying the other. “There’s a big stormfront coming from Alaska this week. Should be hitting Washington tomorrow.”

“Christmas Eve is Thursday,” Jill reminded her.

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“Shoot. That means we probably won’t have power on Christmas.” Jill pouted.

Charlene set her boxes on the sidewalk and slipped the key to her shop into the keyhole. Icicles hung from the eaves above her and frost covered the corners of the door’s window.

“What Christmas? Or should I say what’s Christmas?”

“You’re such a humbug,” Jill complained as the two pushed their way into the store with arms loaded. “My nephews from the coast are supposed to be here Wednesday.”

“Your nephews will be snowed in.”

“That’s ok. They like snowboarding.”

“How are they getting here?”

“The train. They’re arriving tomorrow night and we’re supposed to go shopping together in Lewisville. Brr. Turn the heat on!” Jill set the box of food on one of the tables in the dining area.

The Cozy Home Gift Shop had two tables and a kitchen, but it wasn’t really a restaurant of sorts. It was a library first and foremost because Charlene’s father, who had started the busines and then signed it over to her when they left, had been an avid reader and book collector. It had been his idea to open the library and offer scholastic opportunity to the rural residents of Meritville. Only after Charlene’s divorce did he give the store over to her and she added to the inventory by buying books wholesale and offering them as merchandise. She promoted local authors by writing reviews in a column in the local newspaper and letting them have book signings.

With tourism a primary resource for Meritville’s economy, Charlene purchased customized gift items to put in the shop and soon she had soaps and crafts made locally, and tourist relics to remind travelers that there indeed existed a little town called Meritville. Since she spent all day in the store, she purchased an espresso machine and offered coffee, tea, and homemade breads and cookies for customers who wanted to linger. Mrs. Jameston did the baking. Hence, the dining area. 

Charlene deactivated the security alarm, turned on the heat and picked up her crates again. “We’re taking these upstairs.”

Jill grunted and followed her up the creaking rungs at the back of the store. “This
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