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In 1965, when I was six years old, my father was killed in action during the Vietnam War. Even before receiving news of his death, my mother had been given to sustained bouts of melancholy and depression. The news of his death sent her into a downward spiral that would eventually lead to her being admitted to a mental hospital five years after his death. She would languish there for two years before passing away. 

The day the ambulance came to take her, she spoke to me as she was being strapped to a gurney in the living room of our apartment. 

“Henry, they’ve come to take me to the magic mountain and I fear I won’t be back. The world is a bestial place, monsters, pain and sorrows. Flee the city, and the  tyranny of the mob before they can devour you. Build your own world and find your separate peace. I will see you again, son. I’ll be waiting for you. Your dad, your grandparents will all be there waiting for you, Henry.” 

They removed the gurney from the room, and I followed it until it was loaded into the ambulance, the door was closed, I watched as they drove away. I stood there crying. Grandma Steiner stood next to me holding my hand.

I never forgot what my mother said to me that day. As the ambulance pulled away, I wiped the tears from my eyes and steeled my nerves, vowing to myself that I would build my own world and find my separate peace. With my mother’s words still echoing in my head, I thought about the world which she had implored me to build.

I remembered how every Christmas season she would assemble a tiny village, placing houses and figurines upon a white cloth draped over a coffee table in the living room. She and I would sit on the floor and stare at the little Christmas village. She would tell me how it reminded her of the tiny village in Germany where she was born before the Great War  broke out and spoiled everything. I remember how she had said that someday we would build a village of our own, our own idyllic Christmas village far from the crowds, the chaos, and the threats of war.

As I made my way in the world, I would come to understand what she had meant when she told me to find my separate peace. I learned early on that although the good people outnumber the bad, there were enough of the bad ones that no matter how kind or courteous one was, the bad ones always viewed both kindness and courtesy as a weakness, and they were driven to prey upon people who exhibited those traits. Granted, the preying  was sometimes subtle, little things in the form of slights, disrespect, and humiliation, but a thousand small cuts can take a great toll over the course of time. What is one to do if they are both kind and courteous, while also being sensitive to unsolicited attacks, as was the case for me? I would come to understand what my mother meant regarding a separate peace. I would also come to understand that what she and her parents had suffered were no small cuts or minor indignities. I would learn why she called the world a bestial place.

Without a plan, I was no less determined that I would build my own Christmas village just as my mother had envisioned. Beyond my determination, early on I had only my adoptive grandfather’s advice. He had told me, “Henry, if you work hard, live frugally, save, and invest your money wisely-then you’ll be able to live as you wish someday.” It took me more than fifty years of  working, saving, and investing, but I was able to buy a perfectly square-shaped  parcel of land, over fifty acres, in northern Vermont, a perfect location to build the village I had long dreamed of. From the day I conceived my plan and began working towards it, fifty years would elapse before that dream became a reality. Over the course of those fifty years, I hired contractors who developed the land in phases and later constructed the buildings and infrastructure according to my specifications. Shortly after my sixty-sixth birthday, I retired and drove to my parcel in Vermont, arriving in September. 

***
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THE FIRST PART OF MY land is a small private road that runs along the south side of the parcel. I named the road Yuletide Lane.  Except for the entry gate along Yuletide Lane, the parcel is enclosed by an evergreen forest.  Within its borders, there is a small village; I named it Willoughby. It’s my private escape, my safe harbor, the cloister where I intended to live apart from the world, my magic sanitarium where I’d heal my wounds and numb my pain. 

At the center of the village, there’s a large park that I named Bailey Park. It’s prized jewel is a small, white church with stained-glass windows and a steeple with a belfry. Other features in the park include a bandstand; a pumpkin patch; an antique fountain; a covered pavilion; a pond; benches; picnic tables; dozens of black iron lamp posts; evergreen trees and shrubs; and a large number of maple trees including, Red Maple, Autumn Blaze Maple, and Sugar Maple. There’s  a wide path that surrounds the park on all four sides and an internal path that weaves it’s way throughout the park-, it’s made of 16 inch square, orange, concrete pavers, laid three abreast.

Across the street from Bailey Parks lies Evergreen Lane, which surrounds the park on three sides: west, north, and east. There are twenty-four buildings along Evergreen Lane, eight on each side, equally spaced. On the western and eastern sides, there are eight small log cabins on each side. Along the northern side, eight equally spaced structures house the business district of Willoughby. They include: the Yuletide Tavern, the Pinecone Cafe (a coffee shop), the Winter Haven Books store, the Holiday Videos store, Dundee’s Holiday Shop, the Balsam Fir General Store, the Blue Spruce Restaurant, and the Magic Mountain Inn. Bailey Park and Evergreen Lane are the heart of Willoughby. I didn’t build the cabins to house people, nor did I build the businesses to sell goods or services. Rather, I built them to give me the illusion of being in a real village, sans the crowd. They are necessary props, important elements of the Christmas village ambience and experience that I wanted to immerse myself in.  The only thing missing was residents, but I had a solution for that. I planned to populate my village with scarecrows, mannequins, and life-sized figurines of people and animals. 

After arriving in the village, I parked at the Magic Mountain Inn and began bringing my things inside; it would be my home in Willoughby.  The inn has an early American Federal architectural design with  white clapboard  siding and a black entry door and shutters. I moved my things into one of the downstairs bedrooms facing the park. By the time I finished moving in, it was nearing dusk, and I decided to go to the tavern for a drink.

The Yuletide Tavern is a small two-story structure with white clapboard siding and a red painted wooden-door, which was flanked on either side by picture windows with red shutters. One window has a green neon light that reads Yuletide. The other has a red neon light that reads Tavern. Inside, I looked straight ahead and saw a small bar with a few stools lined up in front and a mannequin dressed in an old-fashioned Santa suit behind the bar. His name is Mister Corwin. Why would I have a mannequin as a bartender? Because I had no friends and suspect that I’ll be drinking here alone, I have propped up Mister Corwin to keep me company. If I get a hankering to talk to someone, then I’ll have Mister Corwin, and he will always listen. Although, I must add the fact that I’ve had some fine conversations with myself. 

After finishing my drink, I went to the Holiday Videos store. The store is in a small, two-story building with white clapboard siding and a green-painted  door that’s flanked on either side by picture windows with green shutters. One window has a green neon light that reads Holiday. The other has a red neon light that reads Videos. The first floor has a check-out counter near the left wall. Behind the counter, there’s a small mannequin dressed as an elf. The walls have several holiday movie posters and decorations. On the sales floor, there are two rows of double-sided shelving units loaded with hundreds of DVDs. There’s a small spiral staircase leading to the second floor, where there are more posters, decorations, and shelves filled with DVDs, and an elf greeter near the top of the staircase. There are two fully decorated artificial Christmas trees, one on each floor. I browsed the holiday selections before choosing two Christmas movies, Everything Christmas and Haul Out the Holly.

Walking back to the inn, I admired the lighting along Evergreen Lane. In addition to the street lamps, seven of the businesses have neon lights in the windows, and many of the trees and shrubs are illuminated with strings of clear LED lights. The sidewalk along the lane is constructed of square 16-inch green paving blocks laid three abreast. Bailey Park is also extensively illuminated. It occurred to me that my little village was prettier than any downtown I had ever visited. It was also the quietest, most peaceful one I’d ever been to. I was looking forward to decorating the village for autumn. I made mental notes regarding those plans, as I walked along the quaint Evergreen Lane. Back at the inn, I relaxed and began watching a Christmas movie, but my mind drifted. I was thinking about Racheal. Had it not been for my interest in her, I would have been mostly oblivious to the existence of a world beyond the evergreen tree-lined border of my village. Although I’ve had more than a thousand crushes throughout my life, many of them celluloid starlets, I had only been truly in love one time, and that was over half a lifetime ago, but now there was Racheal. In her case, I
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