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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure the book won’t scare people with a picture of me on the cover?”

      

      Joe asks that question every time I help him with the creation of a new book, and the answer is always a resounding no!

      

      I’ve read all the stories in all the volumes of Tales from Behind the Bakery Door. The man who writes them is a kind, generous, and caring soul, and it shows not only in the retellings of those memories and anecdotes but in his eyes and his smile. Yes, a lot of mischief and a witty sense of humor shine through as well because…that’s who Joe is!

      

      His family, friends, neighbors, business associates, and community are important to him, and it shows in every word he writes. Even if he’s just passing you on the street, he’ll greet you with a friendly hello. In fact, I don’t think he’s ever met a stranger. He’s a people person—a learner, a teacher, and a helper. He passes the knowledge he’s gained from others on to younger generations and uses his resources to help his town and those who live there. Joe is one of the good guys.

      

      Have I convinced him he deserves to be on his covers yet? Probably not, but I’m proud to call him a friend and put his smiling face out there to meet you when you pick up his books.

       

      
        
        Happy reading!

        Mellanie Szereto

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I HOPE HE IS DOING WELL

          

        

      

    

    
      Several years ago, as I was loading the van to deliver donuts to accounts on our northern route, my good friend and fellow driver, Johnny Blair, told me of a competitor’s bakery that wasn’t far off this particular route.

      You may ask yourself why my good friend and amazing coworker would pay much attention to another donut establishment.

      Well, Johnny and I were always on the lookout for the best and strongest coffee to aid in our relentless efforts to stay awake all night.

      Johnny heard that this place had amazing coffee and had started doing a slight detour in their direction whenever he was in their area.

      Now, when Johnny gave directions, they would always make me laugh—but, at the same time, they were entertainingly accurate.

      “Okay,” he’d start, “after you get back on Highway 31, you’ll pass a line of bushes on the right side.  Drive 7.62 miles and look to your left, where you’ll see a raccoon that was hit on the left side of the road.  He’ll be facing you.”

      “Now, don’t pay attention to the deer,” he’d further advise. “You’ll see the deer first, but it won’t be there tomorrow because the state will pick it up.”

      “Drive 2.786 more miles and turn left.  You won’t see the road before you turn, but it’s there, so just start to turn.  Don’t go over 28.645mph though, because that will be too sharp.”

      Having known Johnny for several years at this point, I didn’t ask how I’d see the bushes to the right of Highway 31 in the very dark night while driving 65 mph.

      I didn’t ask why he thought the carcass of a dead raccoon would remain unmolested in the same spot, yet the dead deer would be gone by the next night.

      I didn’t wonder how he found a road to the left that wasn’t visible to the naked eye while driving at highway speed, and I sure as heck didn’t want to know how he knew what speed would be too fast for the turn.

      I was very impressed that he remembered the racoon was facing him; but, being Johnny, I was a little surprised he didn’t know if it was male or female or if it had a family.

      No, I questioned nothing because it was John.  And because it was John, I had learned to just listen.

      An hour later, after leaving the city of Mexico, I drove west and then turned north onto Highway 31.

      After passing a row of bushes that seemed to just catch the corner of my eye, I watched the mileage until reaching the final resting place of Rikki the Raccoon.

      I drove exactly 2.786 miles further, slowed to 20 mph, and blindly turned left.

      Out of nowhere a clearing appeared, showing an unlit road in the middle of this seemingly enchanted forest.

      Continuing on this road, I soon arrived at my caffeine-infused destination.

      After purchasing my cup o’ joe, John had further instructed me (based on size of coffee cup) as to what mile marker I’d hit once returning to the highway to obtain the perfect temperature to start drinking it.

      Of course he was right, and the coffee was delicious.

      This became my ritual every time I drove that route.

      As I still do, I enjoyed talking to people and learning about their jobs.

      The owner was always working when I went in, and I got to know him fairly well.  I asked him about his fryer, his proofing, and other bakery questions.  I looked forward to our visits.

      One night he asked me what I was doing out at 1:00am each morning. I hesitated, then sheepishly said that I was delivering donuts.

      He asked about the bakery and the route and other questions that were bakery-related.

      For a while, the conversations stayed about the same.  Then one day, he asked if I wanted a donut…

      I’ve never had one of his donuts, just his wonderful coffee.  I didn’t WANT a donut and tried every way I could think of to get out of it.

      Finally, he was so insistent, I was forced to take this warm donut that was given to me right out of the fryer.

      The glaze was still wet.

      I thanked him several times and had him put it in a bag.  I then gathered the bag and my coffee and continued my deliveries.

      I had no intention of eating the donut and was just going to throw it away because I felt this was a “lose-lose” situation.

      I didn’t want to feel someone else’s donuts were better than mine, and getting one warm from the fryer would make his donut just that much yummier.

      If it was awful, I’d have a hard time facing him and telling him it was good (because of course I’d tell him that)…

      …but honestly, it was mostly the first reason.

      I got to my next stop and, with curiosity getting the best of me, I opened the bag.

      The smell of the warm donut wafted out and immediately hit me.

      I reached in and retrieved this delicate morsel from the bag.

      I felt the sticky glaze on my fingers as I reluctantly decided to give my friendly competitor my unbiased—well, semi-unbiased—review.

      Dang it!

      It was good…

      …and because it was so good, my heart was heavy.

      I was young and ultra-competitive at that time and, because of my immaturity, I came to the sad conclusion that my coffee stops and nightly chats with my new friend were now a thing of the past.

      I suppose it was the end, no matter the result.

      If the donut had been bad, I’m not sure I could have convincingly told him I liked it.

      Many years have passed since that fateful night, and my friend’s bakery is no longer there.

      I think about him from time to time and wonder how he’s doing.

      I wish I could go back in time and talk to the younger version of myself to explain about pride and what is really important in life.

      I wish now that I had kept going there to talk to my friend to enjoy our conversations, coffee, and even his donuts.

      I wish he was still there slinging donuts and making coffee for tired delivery guys at 1:00am…

      …but mostly I wish I could tell him how good his donut was.

      By the way, that raccoon was a boy and was the oldest of seven…Johnny told me…

      …and he’s still there…

      …he´s facing you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MR. JERRY WILLIAMS

          

        

      

    

    
      Mr. Williams was the man who owned the car dealership Southside Sales when I arrived in Peru.

      It was the mid to late 90s when I first entered the doors of his shop on the southeast corner of Broadway and Canal.

      I had walked through his doors only in need of a delivery vehicle, but I left with so much more than that.

      I couldn’t tell you how old Mr. Williams was at the time.  He seemed old, but I was in my 20s and had no real concept of age.

      I have always been curious about entrepreneurs, and Mr. Williams was happy to sit down with me and share his history.

      His business was conducted out of an old grain elevator that was converted to his present car lot.  His father had started the business, though I believe he told me that it had started in a nearby location.

      Jerry and the man he eventually sold his business to, Mike McKinley, held two things in very high regard.

      Honesty and integrity.

      When your car boasted the sticker that read “Purchased from Southside Sales,” people knew you’d received a fair deal for a good car.

      In the mornings, Mr. Williams sat with several other men at a large table in the back of his shop.

      Some were other businessmen.  Some acquaintances.

      All were friends.

      There’d be a cloud of cigarette, pipe, and cigar smoke hovering over the table.

      I eagerly accepted when I was invited to join.

      I can honestly tell you that I didn’t fully understand most of their conversations, as many of them were regarding the unfamiliar names of past attendees of their sacred meetings and local politics.

      I did, however, perk up when they would start regaling stories of things they had done and places they had gone.

      Everyone smiled.

      Mr. Williams’ past was eventful and colorful.  His storytelling ability, a very lost art, was mesmerizing.

      Sometime after my acceptance to this club, a club that I was very much a junior member of, Mr. Williams completed the sale of his business to the forever-grinning, cigar-clenching Mike McKinley.

      My visits, other than professional, had slowed down considerably by this time as my business was getting legs of its own.

      After his retirement, I’d see Mr. Williams in my bakery once in a while.

      He possessed that incredible skill of making you seem like the most important person in the room.

      He always had a golf game or someone to meet, so our greetings were, more than often, brief.

      I’m not sure if he was stricken with Parkinson’s shortly after he retired or if the disease was just more pronounced, but the last few times he walked into our coffee shop, he didn’t carry his usual confident gait.

      Though I always offered to pay for his coffee in return for the kindness he showed me years past, he’d never hear of it.

      “You have to make a living, Joe,” he’d say.

      He’d continue with a smile, “You can’t make money giving things away.”

      He’d also refuse my offer to carry his coffee to the table as he proudly encompassed his cup with his two trembling hands.

      With his quiet pride, he’d place his coffee on the table and then sit down.

      He would do his best to drink his coffee without spilling, enjoying just moderate success.

      I would sit with him, and he would have me laughing in no time.  His stories and outlook on life always kept a smile on my face, just as it had those men who sat at his round table in the back of Southside Sales years before.

      After a little time, I noticed I hadn’t seen Mr. Williams in our storefront.

      I pulled my Peru phonebook from the drawer by the oven, found his number, and gave him a call.

      I heard Mrs. Williams whisper to her husband that she’d take the phone to his bed for him.  It was 2:00pm.

      Mrs. Williams told him who was on the phone before handing him the receiver, and I was greeted with the chipper salutation I had so grown accustomed to receiving from him.

      I told him I hadn’t seen him and was concerned.  He laughed and said he had some minor setbacks, but he was just fine.

      He assured me that he’d be back on the golf course in the spring…

      …he passed shortly thereafter.

      The example he set for a young baker resonated so much, that I too have a round table in the back of my shop.  And, like Mr. Williams, I invite many young men and women to join us.

      Mr. Williams was optimistic, wanted no pity, and never mentioned the cruelty of the infliction that had slowly robbed him of his mobility.

      He never felt he had a bad day.

      We need people like Mr. Williams.

      People to emulate.

      A hero, not only in what they say, but how they live.

      Your kindness, strength, and courage will never be forgotten, Mr. Williams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALL HAIL LORD MAX

          

        

      

    

    
      Last night the Greek Princess, Kathy, was slaving over the stove.

      She had 3 of the 4 burners utilized and the whole house was filled with the deliciousness of what she was preparing.

      We talked about her day, about her mom, Miss Toula, and other miscellaneous things.

      As she was finishing this feast, I retrieved a few plates and silverware.

      “What are those for?” she asked.

      She then picked up Max’s food bowl and presented to his royal puppiness…his supper.

      …sigh

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BASED ON THE LOVE IT OR LIST IT HOME RENOVATION SHOW…

          

        

      

    

    
      Meet Jonathan and Jennifer Smith.

      Jonathan hasn’t had a real job since graduating from college with an art degree.

      He spends his days picking through garbage cans and smoking cigarette butts that he finds on the sidewalk.

      He believes he will soon be hired to repaint the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.

      He has no talent.

      Jennifer is a self-proclaimed stay-at-home mom…with no children.

      She hopes to one day have a family, but has no intention of taking care of them or even going through pregnancy.

      Jennifer is self-centered and possesses zero work ethic or ambition.  She considers herself a princess because that’s what her daddy told her when she was 4 years old.

      Jonathan wants to stay in the 3-bedroom, 2-bath dwelling that his parents purchased for Jonathan and Jennifer after their marriage.

      The parents did this not as a wonderful wedding gift, but to get Mr. Art degree and his new bride to move out of their basement.

      Jonathan loves their proximity to the landfill, where incidentally, they obtained all of their furniture, and the fact that if they move, he’d then have to pay a mortgage.

      Jennifer wants to move to a mansion to accommodate the children she’ll never have and fulfill her daddy’s prophecy of her being a princess.

      She also wants a home that will be clean and have all minor repairs done since their home hasn’t seen a vacuum, had the doorstep darkened by one repairman, or any garbage taken out since they moved in 5 years ago.

      She thoroughly enjoys living well beyond her means and wants their union to achieve financial ruin.

      The Smiths have no friends other than Oliver.

      Oliver is the man who stops by once a week to use their bathroom… They don’t know his last name, but think it starts with a “D.”

      Their price range for a new home is 6 million dollars because some banks will lend to anyone.

      Since renovations for their current home would have to come out of their own finances, the budget for those improvements is 37 cents.

      After the renovation crew removed 4 layers of garbage and several hundred plastic Walmart bags from the floor in the main bedroom, they discovered that the foundation was crumbling.

      The foundation is failing, they believe, because it was constructed of Tinker Toys and Play-Doh.

      With the 37-cent budget now blown, Jennifer is beside her entitled-self because now she won’t get the solid gold fixtures that were a “must-have” on the bathroom sink.

      The first home they look at to appease Miss High Maintenance is 70,000 miles from Jonathan’s trash run.

      Jennifer loves the home, and the fact that the home is 2 million dollars over their budget doesn’t faze her.

      She feels Jonathan can pick through different garbage and his soon-to-be job at the Sistine Chapel will more than make up the price difference.

      She understandably deserves this home and will fill her days by not cleaning, cooking, or taking care of their nonexistent children.

      Jonathan, after pulling what little manhood he had remaining from his wife’s purse, puts his Croc-encompassed foot down and says no.

      Her Highness pouts, and they head back to their current home.

      The renovation crew, having received a bit more money from Croc-man (who obtained the funds from his mommy, who desperately wants them to move far away), reinforced the foundation, and threw out all of the couple’s landfill furniture.
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