Smelling real fir trees

by Jean Oravec

 

When our kids were growing up, we always put up a nice big Christmas tree in a corner of our living room on the day after Thanksgiving.   We always bought a real tree, a tall one, from one of the northerners who came down to Florida with truckloads of fresh cut fir trees.  The wife was born in Maine and she knew if a tree was fresh.  She said there was nothing like walking in the woods and smelling real fir trees in the wintertime.  She would put her nose against the tree and sniff.  And the one she said smelled the best was the one we would buy.  We decorated the tree with things the wife bought and the kids made, and we kept the tree up till the third of January.  I always hung mistletoe from the ceiling light in the living room.  The wife would stand under the light and smile, waiting for me to kiss her.  I helped her set up her winter village every year, and set the lights inside every little building.  Her favorite was the Village Inn that had a “Rooms for Rent” sign painted on the front.  She said it looked just like a place she remembered from the little town where she grew up.  She talked about us going to visit that Inn for a vacation, but with jobs and the kids, well, we never made it.

Eventually the kids got married and moved.  They said Florida was for old retired people.  “Old Fogies,” they called us.  Well, I guess we were old retired folks now, but the wife and me moved to Florida in the first place for jobs, after we got married, when I got out of the Army.  Being as I’m from Georgia, the north of Florida is a lot like Georgia.  Anyway, for a few years the kids came home at Christmas, but when the babies started coming along, it got harder for them to travel, so the wife and me went to see them.  One son lives in Alabama and the other one in Texas.  The daughter lives in Oklahoma.  For fifteen years we visited them between Thanksgiving and Christmas.  A few weeks with each family.  The wife knew how to use that little camera on the computer and we talked with the kids and grandkids every week. 

Then in April of 2007, the wife got sick.  She wasn’t sick very long, but she got sicker and sicker real fast.  Then she died.  Just like that.  Sick for a while, then she died.  It threw me for a loop.  I stopped shaving and let my hair grow.   My daughter watches Dr. Phil and she said I was expressing my sorrow.  
My hair and beard were white, and by fall I had a pretty good growth.  One of my buddies told me I should go to the Halloween party at the VFW and get dressed up as Santa Claus.  At first I didn’t really care, but he kept after me.  Finally I said yes, seeing as we were both veterans.  And if the wife was still around, I think she would have told me to go.  So I did.  And I won first prize.   Had my picture in the paper.

The manager of The Great Big Mall called me and asked would I like a job playing Santa.  “From the day after Thanksgiving to Christmas Eve, eight hours a day, Monday through Friday.”  

It meant that I wouldn’t visit the kids for the usual holidays, but when I called them they said it wouldn't be the same without Mom, anyway.  So we made plans for me to visit each of them for a month in the summer.  I finally learned how to use that little camera thing, so I kept in touch with the kids and grandkids regular.

The mall got me set up with a real nice Santa suit.  The wife used to kid me about my potbelly.  Well, with the potbelly and the white hair and the beard, it did the trick I guess, because people said I looked “very authentic.” 

Inside the mall, every storefront had a big wreath hanging in the window, and each one of them had colorful things fitted onto the twisted twigs.  It was real pretty.  Every day when I walked by the storefronts, I thought that if the wife was still alive she would have liked the wreaths.

The bakery at the east side of the mall made real good gingerbread man cookies, decorated with colorful frosting, and before I left every day I had to get me one.  The wife would’ve liked those gingerbread cookies.

One store sold decorations and had some kind of contraption that made artificial snow.  Snowflakes fell from the ceiling like a blizzard, then were vacuumed back up by a hidden tube, then dropped to the floor again.  

Smack dab in the middle of the large mall was Santa’s chair.  About twenty feet from the chair was the edge of a roller coaster that reached almost to the top of the three story ceiling, with gentle slopes for little kids.  In the front seat of the roller coaster was a large Kermit the Frog puppet with a red kazoo in his mouth that played  “Here Comes Santa Claus” every time the roller coaster started, which was about every five minutes.  By the fifth day, I swear that tune had made permanent grooves in my brain.  If I wore hearing aids I would’ve turned them off, but my hearing is still real good.  

Kids wanted things for Christmas that I had never heard of, but once in a while some kid asked for a puppy.   I always promised “nice” things in a stocking for “a good girl or boy.”

I practiced my Santa laugh in front of the bathroom mirror every morning.  Most of the kids laughed when I put my hands on my belly and said, "Ho, Ho, Ho!”  Some of them, though, wouldn’t get within ten feet of me.  Their screams didn’t bother me, they sounded like Chet Atkins strumming a guitar compared to that kazoo.  I would’ve given that green puppet frog away if it’d been my decision.  I thought about sliding him and his kazoo under my Santa suit one night and dropping him into the trash on my way home.  

Every day I was offered a “complementary” glass of eggnog by the restaurant that was just past the roller coaster.  If it had been like the old English stuff I remember from when I was in the Army, it might have helped me get through the last hours of Here Comes Santa Claus, but no, there was no rum mixed in it.   

I had dreams of sliding that kazoo into the vise in my garage and squeezing it until it was flat as a pancake.  But when I woke up, that tune started playing in my head.  Every minute of the day!    

After twenty-three days as Santa, my job ended.  But that frog and his kazoo kept playing their tune in my head.  On New Year’s Eve I visited my barber.  I gave him a $10 tip cause he did a fine job cutting off all that white hair.  Then I went home and shaved my beard…while humming that tune.  

I spent June in Alabama.  Took my grandson fishing.  We were sitting on the edge of the pond when he looked over at me. “How do you do that, Gramps?”  

“Do what?”  

“Make that kazoo sound with your mouth.”

“Oh, didn’t know I was…”

“You looking forward to Christmas?”

“Huh?”

“Gramps, you’re kazoo-ing Here Comes Santa Claus!”

I spent July in Texas.  Took my three-year-old granddaughter to the park.  Didn’t realize I was humming till she got all excited and asked me,  “Santa coming, Grampy?”

I spent August in Oklahoma.  Took my seven-year-old grandson to a ball game.  We were driving home when out of the blue he asked me, “Grampa, do you still believe in Santa Claus?”

           “Why sure, don’t you?”
            He looked at me with his forehead all scrunched up and he put his hands on top of his head.  “You gotta be kidding!”

“Well, you asked me…”

“Grampa, it’s summertime and you been humming Here Comes Santa Claus!”

Like I said, my daughter watches Dr. Phil.  Well, she gave me some pointers on overcoming obsessive-compulsive behavior.  I followed the list, and by Labor Day the groove in my head was clear.

Just after Halloween this year I got a call from the manager of the mall.  He offered me the Santa job again this year.  I told him that I hadn’t let my beard or my hair grow, but he said they could fit me with fake hair and a fake beard.  

I asked if the roller coaster had been set up.  He said that the crew was working on it.  I asked him about the green puppet frog.  “Oh, he’ll be back…last year he was a great success.”

I thought about it for what that Mork guy used to call a nanu second and told him I was sorry, but I wouldn’t be able to take the job.  He tried to convince me…told me how people said I was the best Santa ever and I was nice to the kids and things like that, but I stuck to my guns.  No, thanks.  

This week I went to the Super Wal-Mart to pick up gift cards for the kids and grandkids.  The second I walked in the door, the sound coming from the loudspeakers nearly pulled me out of my boots.  I asked a manager about it.  He said that last season the Great Big Mall had “started a trend.”  Seems people just loved that puppet frog’s kazoo rendition of Here Comes Santa Claus.
I remembered one of the things on the Dr. Phil list that my daughter had given me.   Be Daring--Try Something Different.  Right then and there, I decided what I had to do.  I went to the travel office down in the little shopping center by Winn-Dixie and bought me a train ticket to that small town in Maine where the wife grew up.  The girl in the office made sure that there was a room for me.  I think the wife would be happy about that, knowing I’ll be staying at that Inn.  While everybody at the Great Big Mall in Florida is listening to Here Comes Santa Clause, I’ll be walking in the Maine woods smelling real fir trees.   

And I figure that by the time this old Fogie gets back to Florida, that green puppet frog and his kazoo will be back in storage.

