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To snowy, cold, and inspiring December nights. To red, green, blue, and yellow Christmas lights. To candles that smell as if they are fresh-cut Christmas trees, and most of all, to the Three King Guys.
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Preface from the Author
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I guess when it comes to PJH composing another volume of assorted, Christmas-related-poppycock . . . the written phrase composed so long ago of, “Never say never” is very relevant. The dreaded Grammar Police always preach, never to use two negatives in one sentence.

Oh well, it works here.

In my futile defense of previously swearing off another Christmas composition, I did leave a disclaimer and as the old man would have said, “Ya left the back door open,” when I wrote the preface for Reflections, The Christmas Collection. At the time that I wrote that particular collection of Christmas stories, I was quite confident that there would be no further dabbles into the world of Christmas. No more sappy Christmas season emotions, no more holly, ivy, and holidays wrapped around mangers, and certainly, no Three King Guys and goblin-like, bearded, red-suited chaps, who rather eerily creep into people’s houses on Christmas Eve. However, it appears that with the publication of this book, I have failed rather miserably on my previous vow and intentions.

Please, dear reader let me try to explain my motivation here. Many years earlier than the publication date for this book, during a Christmas season, I wrote the Christmas fantasy story contained herein, titled, “The Magic Fox.” The original intention was to write a collection of fantasy stories mixed with holiday and Christmas themes. We included, “The Number Fourteen,” which was another Christmas fantasy story that I wrote during that time, into my book, Reflections, The Christmas Collection and because, we purposely decided to keep the page count and cost down on Reflections, The Christmas Collection, we decided to leave out, “The Magic Fox” and we placed it into the PJH story vault. The conundrum resurrected a few years later, when after rereading the story, I found that the story had some merit. The story stuck in my mind and the question remained therein, as to what to do with it. I even considered releasing it with a hand-drawn cover by our cover artist and making it an E-book single version.

Around the same time in September 2017, we began to receive emails and inquiries from readers asking if there were more PJH Christmas stories or books coming out for the upcoming holiday. Disappointment arose whenever we reported that there were no plans for any Christmas compositions now or even in the future.

My close friend and “behind the scene consultant” and business partner suggested to me that I should really consider the reader’s desires before shutting down any Christmas possibilities, but I folded my arms across my chest and stood firm.

“I am done with Christmas!” PJH spouted off like a big, obstinate blowhard.

Ah, okay, well, you big dope, never say never.

Then, as so often occurs in my life, some weird and uncategorized type of fate intervened. Shortly thereafter all of this drama, I picked up a solo music recording by the great, and amazing, Mr. Mark Knopfler OBE, the front man for one of my all-time, favorite musical bands, “Dire Straits.” A song on that recording, “The Secondary Waltz,” reminded me of an adventure of Harry and Paul (the “actual” Harry and Paul) from a long, long, time ago.

BANG!

Inspiration hit, and it hit me hard.

Christmas of 2017 was bearing down, and I knew this collection would be for publication for the following year, but regardless, I charged into the project. When the project was still in the outline stage, and during one long and inspirational evening, after indulging in a few pints, I texted my close friend and collaborator with a very cool title that popped into my head. “Christmas Cocktails” was what floated around inside of my mind for the title of a Christmas book and almost immediately, the answer came back that it was a winner. I agreed. The title was very cool, and it purposely invoked an eclectic mixture of stories.

Off we went, from start to finish, in a mad writing fever pitch, with many directions of inspiration flooding my mind. I wrote the first words of the new stories right before Thanksgiving of 2017. Henceforth, I pulled, “The Magic Fox” out of the PJH vault, dusted it off, and dumped it into the manuscript. In a rush of inspirational fervor, I finished a drafted copy of the entire manuscript on Boxing Day of 2017.

Now, I am going to leave this preface off with no further words, insinuations, or mention of Christmas, no further expounding on future writing plans with Christmas themes or any blowhard proclamations.

“Never say never” will be my only statement.

As far as using two negatives in one sentence is concerned . . . well . . . it worked for Mr. Dickens, so it certainly works for PJH.

I will also finish this preface as I usually do, by saying that I hope you enjoy reading this collection of stories as much as I enjoyed the experience of writing them. If you are reading these stories at Christmastime, it is my wish that these tales enhance your Christmas experience; however, if you are reading these at another time of the year, then it is my wish that they enhance your spirit.

Thank you for reading them.

Paul John Hausleben 

04 November 2018 
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Prologue
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Fred Kelleher was not exactly sure why he was so nervous. He patted the pocket of his suit jacket to make sure it was still there.

It was.

Just as it was, the fifty or so previous times that he patted the same pocket. Fred had planned this evening out ahead of time, and he felt as if he had not missed a single detail. In fact, he was sure of it.

It was Christmas Eve and the love of his life, Miss Marlene White, sat opposite of him, at their favorite table, in the quiet corner of their favorite restaurant. A restaurant where they went on their first date, shared their first kiss, and a restaurant where Fred was sure they fell in love. 

Everyone was in on the plan. Gregory, who was their usual server, Hal the bartender and Gladys, the night manager. The plan was perfect. The setting was immaculate. Hal perfectly dimmed the lights in the nook where they sat. From their table they could look out the windows and see the snow gently falling upon the streets of the city. The Christmas candle in the holly and berry Christmas centerpiece in the center of their table flickered, danced, illuminated their faces, and added to the already glorious ambience.

Marlene, as usual, looked stunning. Her hair was perfect, the black dress that she wore enhanced her amazing figure and the white pearl earrings in her ears matched the white pearl necklace around her neck. Gregory stood on the sideline, just far enough away to watch the scene unfold and still attend to his other two tables. Gregory was carefully watching from afar, and he knew the plan and carried it out to perfection. First, a round of cocktails, a bourbon Manhattan in a cocktail glass with ice for Fred and a rye whiskey sour for Marlene. When he dropped off the first cocktails, he would also drop some bread, the menus, and then leave the two lovers alone for about ten minutes. The first cocktails usually go quickly and when they finished the first round of cocktails, Gregory would drop two more without Fred requesting the refilled drinks. Gregory would disappear without taking their meal order, and Hal and Gladys would team up to make sure there were no interruptions. Fred wanted two rounds of drinks to soften his nerves. . ..

Gregory dropped the second round of cocktails on the table and Marlene laughed and nervously giggled while commenting, “My dear, Fred. My goodness, I barely finished my first drink. I might get a bit tipsy too soon here and look a bit foolish!”

Fred knew that it was the perfect time and with a gentle shake of his head, Fred said, “You could never look foolish. You are the most gorgeous woman in the world.” Marlene blushed while taking another sip of the drink and she giggled again, this time at Fred’s comment of praise and adulation. “I think there is something uniquely special about Christmas cocktails. Don’t you agree, Marlene?”

“I do. It might just be the glorious atmosphere here, but I have to say that they taste extra marvelous tonight. Hal is always wonderful at mixing cocktails, but tonight, I think that he added some extra Christmas magic to the Christmas cocktails.”

“He might have and I brought some magic along too.” with those words, Fred moved quickly as Marlene’s eyes danced in the candlelight and she searched for the meaning of Fred’s words. Without hesitation, Fred reached for the box in his pocket, took it out, jumped out of his seat and dropped to one knee in front of Marlene. Marlene gasped as Fred slowly took the box in his hand and opened the lid, revealing the stunning diamond engagement ring inside.

“Will you marry me, Marlene? Will you be my wife? I love you with all of my heart and soul and want to be with you for all of eternity. Every Christmas Eve, every Christmas, every birthday, and every day in between. Good days and bad days. I want to be with you forever.” Fred remained on his knee and his eyes searched Marlene’s face for her answer. For a few seconds, Fred thought about how he might have made a major mistake because it seemed to be taking a long time for Marlene’s answer to arrive. In reality it was not, it was just the shock of the situation, which stalled Marlene’s words.

“Yes! Yes! Yes, of course. I will marry you, my beloved, Fred. I too, love you with all of my heart and soul and I will love you now and forever.”

Upon hearing her words, Fred breathed a sigh of relief, took the ring, and gently slipped it on Marlene’s finger. While they kissed, the entire restaurant erupted in joyous applause and heartfelt congratulations.

For sure, it seemed as if Marlene was correct, because there might have been a little extra magic in those Christmas cocktails.

Then again, at Christmastime, there always seems as if there is magic in the air and love in our hearts.

Christmas love and magic in the air, seems to make quite a Christmas cocktail. 
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Mistletoe and Mayhem
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Christmastime in downtown Newark, New Jersey was a wonderful time of the year. The city was sparkling once more. It was vibrant, and it was exciting. It was busy too! It was the day after Thanksgiving, the retailer’s dream day known as Black Friday. I scratched my beard and thought that everyone down there, in the city, underneath the window that I stared out from my lofty perch, was pursuing his or her own dreams. In some manner. Creating memories, getting the job done, plowing through life. Purchasing a dream gift for a dream person. My eyes glanced to the middle of the main drag and the elite jewelry store, “Bergman’s Jewelers” and thought how right now, some nervous chap might be picking out an engagement ring. Taking the plunge. This was so glorious. In my writer’s heart, I could imagine a hundred different stories evolving fifteen stories right below my feet.

Urban renewal of this great city was fully underway, the Christmas decorations and lights gaily twinkled in full display in the late afternoon, and they blinked a cornucopia of glorious colors at me from their holiday posts along the streets below my window. Formerly vacant storefronts along the main drag were now bustling with activities; city buses chugged merrily along, carrying full loads of passengers, rather than empty seats. The nearby office buildings, including the one where I currently stood, now filled previously vacant offices with starry-eyed young people who were beginning their careers and staking out high-tech start-ups, and giving capitalism a whirl. I met them in the hallways, on the streets, in the lobby of the building and in my favorite pub on the corner. They stared at my long hair, my facial hair, then studying the black suit and clerical collar, and after determining that I was not a wayward hippie ejected from a time machine, they told me their dreams and aspirations with breathless deliveries. It made my soul sing praise to God for this roundabout revival of the city and its indomitable spirit.

So much has changed now. More than I could ever recall or even imagine. I had witnessed the cycle. The circle of life and change here in Newark. From a sad, almost crying city of despair, it had burst back into life. The circle of life. I, too, had experienced the circle of my own life in my time here. The many years. The sadness, the glory, the despair and then a rise out of the ashes to begin anew.

I rubbed at the window glass. The heat in the office clicked on and the vent above my head broadcasted warmth. A bit of condensation from my breathing had formed on the glass. My eyes caught the activity once again, far down there, on the streets of the city. Workers, shoppers, and businesspersons all hustled about on the streets, and it was a welcome change to see. Certainly, it all had changed for the better from when I first arrived at this office. An office, towering some fifteen or so stories over the heart of the city. Arrived so many years and so long ago. If I put my mind to it, I think it is over twenty-five years or thereabouts, since I first sat in this chair, in the bishop’s office. Sat, as a confused and uncertain replacement for my mentor and dear friend, the late, great Bishop Werner Beck Clodhopper Von Houten, as the Lutheran Bishop of the Northeast District of our Lutheran synod.

Sat, and wondered, ‘Okay, this is great. I am the bishop. Wonderful. Exactly, what is it that I do now?’

Yet, with Bishop Von Houten’s mentoring and his assistance, the love and support of my glorious wife, Binky, and the love of family and friends and with a touch of the Grace of God, I did the job. And here we are, all these years later, still chugging onward. The loss of my beloved wife, Binky, was still a huge hole in my heart. I picked my sorry ass off the canvas of life, but even all of these years later, I still felt her tragic death and loss to this world in every step that I took. Then, two years ago or thereabouts, we lost the great Harry M. Redmond Junior to this world. My brother, my lifelong friend, went to his reward and another piece of me broke off and floated into Heaven. Now, it was the holiday season once again, and the memories floated in on great waves of holiday emotions. Happy times, glorious times, uproarious times and, of course, despair. Yet, Harry’s widow and my greatest and dearest friend in this world, Rose, and Pastor Paul John Henson, held hands and hearts and went on with our lives. 

Acceptance of God’s plan is not easy, but faith guides you through the holes in your heart.

The circle of life is often painful, yet the journey has grand rewards and, in the end, it is glorious.

The office was quiet and a glance at my watch told me that it was two in the afternoon and I planned to plow through endless and frankly stupid and mindless emails today.

Email is a modern-day plague invented by humankind to fiddle our lives away under the pretense of efficient communication and modern-day business. No one actually speaks anymore. We chat, text, and email, all while we sit on our impersonal asses. In my opinion, not all change is for the good.

Yesterday was a fabulous Thanksgiving Day.

All of our family visited my townhouse along with my faithful and longtime office assistant and friend, Martha Wiggins and her husband, Bradley and their three sons. Another great friend, and now retired from both professional hockey and his clerical career, Pastor James T. O’Malley, visited with his stunning wife, Kate. My sister Dottie and her family arrived, and we shared so much love together. Of course, Rose Redmond cooked an incredible traditional Thanksgiving meal of turkey and all the trimmings, while assisted by our daughter, Heather Sarah. Before the meal, and afterwards, we sat in front of the fireplace, enjoyed wine, beer, and snacks, watched football, and told stories.

Actually, I told stories. . ..

After the dinner crush and a total decimation of a twenty-five-pound turkey, while the rest of the gang snoozed and relaxed, Jim and I performed the kitchen clean up duties. Jim asked me to scrub the turkey pan, and I agreed after some haggling and upon working out a trade with Jim. We exchanged the turkey pan for the stuffing pan. It was a draw for the worst one. Two old hockey players and “men of the cloth” on kitchen clean up duties! Heather Sarah fretted about her kitchen. But after an intense inspection, our daughter proclaimed number eleven and number twenty-seven, masters of clean up!

What a wonderful holiday!

Ever since my wife, Binky, passed many years ago and then Harry passed too, the dynamic between Rose and I changed. Our relationship was always very close; actually, it was beyond close. A bond. She was Binky’s best friend, almost a sister to Binky, as Harry was a brother to me, but as of late, something was shifting. The way we looked at each other, the way we touched, the manner in which we hugged. The way she gently kissed my cheek. I know that we were both feeling the same emotions, mutually struggling with all of them; yet I waited for God to reveal the plan in full to us. I was sure that Rose was doing the same.

Today, the women of the family, along with Martha and Kate, were all out with the rest of the world. They were all traipsing through the madness of the holiday shopping in search of bargains. No doubt, they were stopping along the way for lunch and fine wine. 

Since Martha was off from work today, I was alone in the office. Heather Sarah wanted me to stay home and relax, but I wanted to come into the office and, for some reason, be alone for the day. Lose some memories while staying busy. As glorious as my family and friends are, and my love for them all has no boundaries or description, I needed to be alone today. The ghosts that continually haunt me arrive in full-force during the holiday season and yesterday. They turned it up a few notches. All of them, floating around all day and all night, reminding me of too many stories to tell, flipping my mind, through the seemingly eternal adventures of Harry and Paul, my parents, my former life within professional hockey and of course, of my life and love with Binky. As wonderful as the Christmas season is and the celebrations of the holidays are glorious, they have a habit of stirring up the ghosts.

The trick is to ensure that the happy ghosts outweigh the sad ones and you somehow manage to plug the holes in your heart with joy.

I walked away from the window and from enjoying the scenes and sights of the city below and looked around my office. It was obvious that Pastor Paul John Henson was not being very productive today. My computer screen sat on the desk and stared back at me. Emails lined up in tall columns and they begged me to read them all.

My eyes caught the table radio on a nearby counter and I thought, ‘Okay, yes, music. That is what I need. Some soft background music. Christmas music will drown out the ghosts.’

I walked over to the radio, flipped the “ON” switch, and the radio dial glowed with life. Long since gone was the classic “easy listening” radio station WPAT broadcasting out of the nearby city of Paterson, New Jersey. The format long since went out of vogue and faded into radio oblivion. Too bad, because you could always count on the station for some seasonal Christmas music and it was a particular favorite of my parents. Dear Mum would play the station continually on an old tube-type table radio with an array of vacuum tubes inside of the radio that helped to heat the kitchen, while the radio sat proudly on a shelf in our kitchen, at 182 Belmont Avenue in the Borough of Haledon, New Jersey.

Spinning the radio dial, I settled upon a “soft rock” format from a station across the river in the big city that you could see from the opposite side of the office building. I figured that might be the best bet to hear some seasonal music. It was not WPAT but it was the best bet. After adjusting the volume knob, I glided back to the chair at my desk, sighed a bit, and settled into the chair to battle email monsters with a mouse as my only defense.

No sooner had I attacked the first email, when the radio station announcer (disc jockeys were also a long-gone-tradition) proudly blabbed, “This holiday season, as we have in the past here at WLUV, we are proud to sponsor our holiday contest giveaway! Yes, indeed, our famous contest, where each day, for twenty-eight straight days, until Christmas Day, we give away one-hundred-dollar gift cards to lucky listeners! Then, at noon on Christmas Eve, we giveaway the grand prize of a brand-new Zippymobile to a super-lucky listener, courtesy of Fast-Talking Joe’s Zippymobile dealership in Crooksville, New Jersey. Where Joe always makes sure you get a good deal and a good deal more while emptying your bank account. . ..”

Suddenly, I felt my heart pound in my chest, and a huge smile immediately formed across my face. The sad ghosts all fell in a great heap on the floor of my office, as if I had shot them all out of the air with a bullet of happiness and my smile. The happy ghosts took over, and they stared into my soul. The happy ghosts were floating everywhere, laughing and celebrating, and my previous melancholy mood dove out of my soul and fell into a heap with the now defeated, sad ghosts. A memory of an amazing Christmas of so long ago emerged in my mind and it arrived through my soul. The website of emails of the Lutheran District faded from my computer screen and instead, the screen turned into a movie screen. Magically, before my eyes, the scenes played and in full-color and layers of emotions, and magically, once more, I was with Mum in the kitchen of 182 Belmont Avenue. The ghosts floated in the air and all around me, and then they, too, settled in behind me to watch as the scenes played on the screen full of joy. Joy, because it was displaying a Christmas adventure from my youth and a joyous memory of a time when my old man shared his love of Christmas with not only us, but many other people too.
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“HEY THERE, MUM! WHAT smells so good?” I asked, as I burst rather enthusiastically through the back door of our family home at 182 Belmont Avenue in Haledon, New Jersey.

I dropped my books from the trade school that I attended on the kitchen table and Mum with her back turned to me, waved her one free hand in the air and said, “Beef stew, and take your school books off my table and put them in your room. It sounds like one of the books is the electric shop book. That one is so thick and heavy. The coursework is extensive for that class. Oh dear, I hope the stew is done and not under-cooked. I have had it on a low simmer since around ten this morning.”

I picked my books up and marveled at how Mum seemed to have eyes in the back of her head. Yes, indeed, my Basic Electricity textbook was on the top of the pile. Mum hovered over a deep pot perched over a low flame on the cooker and she stirred the contents while trying hard to breathe while enveloped in a cloud of steam billowing up from the pot. Mum always fretted that food was under-cooked. From the amount of steam billowing out of the stew pot, there was no way that bacteria stood a prayer of survival. I was amazed that Mum’s ladle did not vaporize.

“I am sure it is fine, Mum. It smells great and I am starving.”

I was a typical teenage boy of the age of sixteen. I was always starving.

It was mid-November and unusually cold for this time of the year in New Jersey and bowls and bowls of my English-born mother’s hearty beef stew was just the ticket that I was looking for, in order to stem off “starvation.”

“I hope so . . . I always worry that someone will get sick if the food is not cooked enough. Paulie, you are late today. I hope that Harry and you did not get into some type of mischief. You are not bleeding all over my kitchen floor, so my assumption is that you did not stop to shoot those ridiculous and dangerous hockey pucks around. Anyway, I have been waiting for you to come home. Please leave your coat on and grab that pile of mail on the shelf next to the radio. Please take it to the mailbox and drop it for the postman. You have a few minutes before the pickup time. There are some bills and a postcard. It has to make it into the mail today.”

“Sure, Mum. I have it.”

I glanced over at Mum and she stopped stirring the stew, placed her fortified and defiant ladle on the cooker’s spoon rest, and wiped her hands on her apron. I nodded and picked up my books, and turned to my room.

“Here, please give me your books and give me a kiss, Paulie. Always remember that you are never too old to give your mum a kiss.”

Of course, Mum was correct about the kiss. You can never hug and kiss your mother enough. All too soon, time escapes us and we look back and wish for more time, more hugs, more kisses, and more precious moments.

I handed Mum my books, and since I already towered over her; I leaned in to kiss her cheek and explained, “No hockey today. I stayed after school to work on some projects in the electric shop. Mr. Grossi asked for help from a few of us. We are building light controls and wiring up all the lights for this year’s Christmas show and display at school and for the Christmas pageant. Harry had to stay after school again, cuz, he ended up in Mr. Nazzaro’s office. Something about wandering over to the business side of the school and flirting with some gals in the typing class.” I cleaned that statement up for my mother. A more factual description of Harry’s behavior as reported by the typing teacher, Miss Steinmetz, to the Vice Principal, Mr. Nazzaro, would use the word, “ogling” rather than the word, “flirting.”

Mum suppressed a smile at Harry’s antics and reserved comment on them too. After all, this was the legendary Harry M. Redmond Junior, and by now, Mum was used to these types of reports. Instead, Mum jumped to the electrical class subject.

“Oh, okay, well, that sounds like a nice project. You have many talents, Paulie, and I am sure Mr. Grossi is happy for the assistance.”

I picked up the mail and glanced at it. An electric bill, the telephone bill and a postcard to the radio station WPAT with, “Holiday Contest Entry from Mr. Paul William Henson” and our address and telephone number jotted down on the back of it.

Hmmm. . ..

‘Interesting,’ was my thought, and I was about to ask Mum about the postcard, when the soft padding sound of four paws on the kitchen floor, a wagging tail, and a set of sad eyes greeted me. The mailbox was on a nearby street corner, only a short walk from our home to the corner of Belmont and Burhans Avenue and I stopped in my tracks as my faithful fox terrier, Skippy suddenly appeared on the scene, looking up at me and begging for a walk. I surmised that Skippy must have awoken from a nap, and when he heard the conversation, Skippy must have decided to see if he could come along for the mail run. 

“Hey, Skippy. I wondered where you were off to this afternoon. Yes, c’mon along.” I grabbed Skippy’s leash and hitched him up, and as I did so, I asked, “A postcard for a contest entry to the radio station, WPAT? What is that all about, Mum?” 

With a chuckle and a warm smile, dear Mum answered, “Oh, who knows, Paulie. Just a dream of mine. I never paid much attention to the Christmas contest before this year. It seems as if no one ever wins the grand prize, just the smaller prizes. Nevertheless, it is only the price of a postcard. I guess that I might as well give it a bit of a whirl. Most likely, it is just an unrealistic dream. Who knows who really wins those silly contests? The radio station has that ridiculous contest every Christmas season and this year, it caught my ear, because they are giving away free cases of Big Bob’s Famous Pickled Onions and other crazy prizes. You know, how your father loves those stupid pickled onions. In addition, the grand prize is quite remarkable this year! It is a five-day, all-expense paid, family getaway trip to some fancy ski resort in the Pocono Mountains for Christmas. A Christmas getaway! Can you imagine? A Christmas vacation . . . to a ski resort in the mountains! And everything is free. Food and drinks, lodging, tobogganing, ice-skating, skiing, all for free. Oh my. Fireplaces, Christmas trees, wine, warm brandy, mountains covered with snow and romantic views of the mountain from some glorious hilltop hotel room. Who knows? Maybe, just maybe, we will not be stuck here for Christmas this year.”

I looked over at Mum, who stood there, looking overwhelmingly radiant in her beauty and lost in her wonder of contests and Christmas dreams. Once again, Mum wiped her hands on her apron, set my textbooks back down on the kitchen table, and sighed deeply. I had a feeling that Mum was dreaming of the glory of winning such a fantastic trip. I smiled at Mum’s reaction and did not want to be a party pooper and speak my thoughts about that, while only my older sister, Dottie, actually skied . . . the rest of the trip sounded very cool. Dottie was still living at home while she attended a local junior college and she had begun skiing with a boyfriend of a year or so earlier. She was with a new boyfriend now. In fact, that particular chap was about three boyfriends ago, but the skiing remained.

Skippy tugged at me. I am sure his bladder was calling and as I opened the backdoor to head for the mailbox, I said, “Sounds cool, Mum.” I pointed at the word “Pussface” written on the postcard under our information and asked, “Why did you write Pussface on the postcard?” 

Mum explained, “Oh, well, the rules are to have a secret code word or number on the card. To identify you, just in case that, you are a winner in the contest. I thought that I would use our cat’s name because Pussface is the lucky one around here.”

I nodded in agreement and said, “Gotcha. Yup, he is lucky for sure. Anyway, ya never know. Maybe we will win. The pickled onions, I totally get. But, the trip? If by some miracle, we actually won, do ya think the old man will really leave the house for Christmas? Ya know ‘bout all of his rules and regulations for the season. Staying home by his Christmas village and his tree, listening to his Harvey Crooner Christmas records on the Victrola and listening to station WPAT while he is on vacation from work is a big deal for the old man.”

It was true, the old man had off from work every year during the stretch from Christmas until after New Year’s Day. It was something that he greatly looked forward to every year. Honestly, I looked forward to it too. Some of my fondest memories of my life occurred during this stretch of time. The old man was a master machinist in a machine shop in Paterson and it was a roundabout tradition of sorts for the shop to close over the holidays, as most manufacturing plants did in New Jersey at the time. Not only was it a tradition, but it was the only time the maintenance mechanics could service and perform extensive preventive maintenance on all the machines. 

“Paulie, please, think! This is your father that we are talking about here. If by some incredible chance we won the trip, the key here is that, it is all free.”

The word “free” shook me into reality. That one word was all that I, as his son, as well as the old man, needed to hear. My father was one of the greatest dealmakers that the city of Paterson, New Jersey, ever produced. He would barter and argue over a penny and squeeze a nickel until poor Thomas Jefferson screamed in agony. Storekeepers, servicepersons, retail managers, and other purveyors of goods and services in all of northern New Jersey would throw their hands up in defeat and cower in fear at the mere mention of Paul William Henson’s name. The old man was a legend and graduated first in his deal making class.

I thought of what Mum had said for a mere half-second or so and answered, “You are right. Skippy and I will be right back.”

On the trip to the mailbox, the Henson family’s on and off pet tomcat, Pussface the cat appeared out of some remote neighborhood hiding spot. He meowed, rubbed up on my leg and joined us for the journey. Pussface was quite unusual. In many ways. The old cat usually slept in a cardboard box on our back porch and while he grew older, Pussface the cat became more of our pet and less of a wanderer. Skippy and Pussface used to be mortal enemies, but now they had a tolerance of each other. Along the way, I think they signed some sort of truce. Pussface was not a handsome cat. In fact, he was downright ugly, with only half of a tail left, a fur that used to be an orange tabby and now was missing in great chunks, and as a result, Pussface was bald in spots. He had a funny looking cross-eye of sorts, but Pussface sure was smart and loyal. Pussface was smarter than many people that I knew. Plus, he was very fond of the old man and the old man loved the old cat. He really did. They were best friends. The old man saved Pussface from freezing to death on a Christmas Eve of many years ago, and Pussface never forgot it. In the spring and summer, Pussface patrolled the backyard and kept pests out of the old man’s garden and with the combined efforts of both Skippy and Pussface; our backyard was free of all sorts of predators and trespassers. No one, human, animals, or otherwise, messed with either of them. Oh yes, another interesting aspect of Pussface, the cat, was that he loved beer. In reality, the old tomcat was just an old drunk. Every night, the old man would pour some beer in a dish and the old cat would lap it up, run around for an hour or so, then stagger around, climb in his box and sleep it off. Pussface had a glorious life and now he was part of the Henson family.

Just another oddball in our ranks.

We reached the mailbox, I dropped the payments for the bills into the mailbox first, then for some reason, held the postcard in my hand, said a silent prayer for good luck while looking at Heaven and dropped it into the mouth of the mailbox. I closed the metal lid and opened it a number of times and yes, indeed, the postcard was on its way to magical Entryland. 

Wherever that was.

Radio station WPAT was a staple for background music in our family home. While Mum seemed to enjoy the station, she occasionally tuned away from WPAT for an “all-news” radio station, but the old man in particular, loved the “easy listening” format and he kept the radio station softly playing from our old tube radio in the background of our home.

Dottie and I were both rockers. Yet, we knew that we had to enjoy our music in the solace of our bedrooms. With headphones on over our ears. The old man would have no part of any sort of rock-and-roll.

Every night, it was the same routine. The old man would arrive home from work around 4:30 in the afternoon and he would want to eat his dinner right away. He left the house at 4:30 in the morning, so by five in the afternoon, his dinner hour was long overdue. Now that the holiday season was bearing down upon us, radio station WPAT would play the occasional Christmas tune between their usual rotation of boring music, and the old man would listen as we enjoyed our dinner. His hope was that his favorite singer, the famous Harvey Crooner would arrive on the air, softly and merrily singing hit songs from his latest Christmas release. Harvey had previously released seventy-two Christmas records, and this year would be no different. The title of his newest record was, “Christmas at Lake Wiffenpoof with Harvey Crooner.” The cover of the record album had a picture of Harvey, smiling widely while wearing a Santa Claus hat, smoking a pipe, while sitting in a horse-drawn, red sleigh in front of a frozen lake, with snow all around him and a fresh-cut Christmas tree stuck in the rear of the sleigh. The old man would pick up a copy of the record at the record shop in downtown Paterson and he would rush home to play it on his prize, Victrola record player.

After a few spins, the old man would proclaim it to be, “The best Harvey Crooner Christmas record ever!”

There must have been at least twenty versions of “Silver Bells” recorded by the Harvster, and honestly, to every other person in the world except for Harvey and the old man, they all sounded the same. Regardless, whenever the great Harvey Crooner made a guest appearance on the five-inch speaker, silence ensued throughout 182 Belmont Avenue, so the old man could bask in the golden voice of Harvey and his famous house band, “The Crooning Wiffenpoofs.” The house band took their name from the lake. I think. The old man said that Harvey actually owned the lake. Perhaps. After all, he did release seventy-two Christmas records and ninety-seven easy listening records too; therefore, he must have earned a dime or two.

Now, with the great Thanksgiving holiday come and gone, the radio station was in full holiday mode and the contest was in full swing.

A week or so earlier, Mum had proudly announced to the old man that she had entered his name in the contest, and at first, the old man dismissed the entry as, “Bullshit, cuz nobody wins this crap. It is a racket. It is all a phony name game to pull in the stupid listeners and charge more dough for advertisements. The evil, conniving, manager of the radio station pulls random names outta the phone book and never even awards da prizes.”

Yet, a day or so later, when the old man heard the name of Bubba “No Neck” Bailey called as a winner of a free lunch card for Lubby’s Lunch on the radio one night, even the old man had to fold up his bullshit tent. He worked with Bubba and when Bubba bragged about the win and showed his friends at work the free card, then the evidence was undeniable.

This was a verifiable win!

The contest was real!

Now the tension grew stronger.

Six o’clock became a major event in our house. Since Bubba won his prize, this contest was the central part of the old man’s life.

Our Mum’s dad, our grandfather, (we always called him, Gramps) who lived upstairs from us in his own apartment, and who generally ate dinner with us every night, along with Skippy, Pussface, Mum, Dottie, me, and even Fritzie the parakeet all stopped, paused, and waited with the old man, for the big announcement.

Every night at six o’clock, the radio station’s famous host, Ken Smoothie, would announce the day’s winner of the prize. We listened as Ken awarded the prizes in honor and glee. Ken Smoothie pronounced the daily winners with such an air of elegance. A case of Big Bob’s Famous Pickled Onions, a ten-dollar pass to the Plaza Theatre movie house, a free lunch of hotdogs all the way and sixteen free pitchers of Big Boulder beer at Lubby’s Lunch on McBride Avenue and a free tank of gas and an oil change at any local participating Golf gas station. Mrs. Lawrence Lacalaide of North Haledon, the Jones family of Wayne, Mr. Benito Santoro of Franklin Lakes, on and on the various names of incredibly lucky winners spewed out of that five-inch speaker.

Every day, at six o’clock, silence ensued in the Henson household. We all held our breath and another day of disappointment came and went.

Until it all came down to the wire. The first day of December, the last day of the contest, when in a live, and “on the scene” broadcast, Ken Smoothie would select the grand prizewinner. The event plans included the grand prizewinner selection and announcement of the lucky winner, as well as at six o’clock in the early evening, Ken Smoothie and the Mayor of Paterson would light the grand Christmas tree in front of City Hall in downtown Paterson!

It was finally the fateful day. A Friday night in early December. A day that will live forever in the annals of Henson family history. And believe me, there have been a few winners in there over the years.

The old man burst through the back door of our house at 4:30 in the afternoon on the dot. He slapped his lunch pail on the shelf next to the radio and immediately he fiddled with the radio dial.

“Startin’ to snow. Gonna knock
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