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Foreword


When I wrote these short stories, my motivation was a competition that ran came to nothing. I heard nothing further about the project; but the stories were by then completed and I loved each of them.


However, as I re-read and remembered anew what connected me to these three stories in my life, I came to believe that my Christmas memories should be published as a collection.


My family life is very unusual, and if I were just writing my biography, everyone would think it was a work of fiction.


In the first short story, a man experiences an unusual night before Christmas. In the second, Aunt Wilma charms us with her prejudices. By the way, such an aunt did exist, although she has already left us. However, I still have loving memories of her, despite her intolerant views. Finally, three sisters and a disturbed relationship with their mother, which is not uncommon, complete my collection.


All the characters are fictional, and all situations are made up, even if some experiences of my life have inspired me to some passages.


I drink very little these days, but in my youth, which is now somewhat distant, I enjoyed whisky very much.


Enjoy my three drinks for Christmas.


Paul Riedel




Just one drink


Let’s raise a glass to those dreams


The heavy scent of old wood and several layers of furniture polish over a pub counter were drowned out by the roar of a decadent air conditioner. I looked at my hands and saw dry, cracked skin that had been crying out for attention for a long time.


"What can I get you?" asked a young man behind the counter monotonously and uninterestedly, without directly looking at me. However, there were no other patrons in the bar, so it had to be me he was addressing.


"I need something reassuring to make me forget about Christmas and the mistakes made in life. This holiday rush drives everyone’s nerves breaking point." I didn't feel like drinking, but the fuss surrounding the break was giving me the shakes.


The dark blond man moved skilfully behind the bar, inspected the bottles on the beechwood shelf and reached for a single malt. He wore tight jeans and a leather cowl over a T-shirt depicting some rock band. Some swing was playing in the background, which clearly did not please the barman.


"Hard day or a divorce?" He smiled kindly at me; meanwhile the liquid flowed into a superb tumbler with a harmonic sound like syrup from a creamy fountain. It was clear to me that with such an empty bar, the boy had to be professional in his job, and engaging with patrons was part of it. I wasn't particularly looking out for conversation, but it seemed to me that a chat wouldn't hurt.


I smiled back. "Christmas is so depressing, isn't it? And a car breakdown." I pointed to the car park outside.


"Do you need help? I'm happy to..."


"No need. I just wanted a drink, and I’m not driving any further tonight." I am a so-called Christmas grouch, and I rarely visit friends and relatives at Christmas. I felt sorry for the poor barman and his attempts to entertain me.


"I have to take a bath. I smell like a skunk before mating." I don't like to sweat, so I avoid gyms.


"Wise decision. I like to drink my single malt at room temperature. Eighteen degrees is perfect for consumption. What did you wish for Christmas?"


I was amazed at his question. "I never wish for anything. The disappointment of never getting what you wished for can be more depressing." The words came out of my mouth uncensored, and I blushed slightly.


"Man, you're good at your job. I never talk so much to strangers," I thought, delighted with his conversational skills.


"In moments like this, it always helps to enjoy a drink and think about how life should have gone differently, doesn't it?"


He sat down on a stool on his side of the counter. I saw the worn-out knees of his jeans and elegant boots made of something that looked like leather but certainly wasn't. They were of superior quality and unusual design.


"Certainly. There's not much going on here today," I remarked and looked round as if to remind myself of the emptiness of the bar.


"If you're a bit depressed anyway, this is the right place for you. Does my drink recommendation work?" He pointed to my single malt.


"Oh yes. I thought you always drank it with ice. Thank you. When do you close?" I was looking for a continuation of our conversation and spoke all sentences without a single comma or full stop. I found it pleasant that he refrained from being formal. That's just the way the young people are. Well, as I once was.


"You are my only customer today. Please don't tell anyone that you drink single malt with ice. Some Scotsmen might take this amiss. All the other regulars are with family and friends." He smiled, and there was something unreal about him, a shine in his eyes that I could not identify. Whether the light in the room was playing an optical illusion on me, or whether I was too tired, I could not follow.


"Thank you for the honour," I said after another sip of my drink.


"You really are beef-witted Thank you for the honour? Can't you think of anything better?" I reproached myself in my thoughts.


"Are you missing fond memories of past Christmases?" He poured a drink for himself too. I saw how the golden colour was broken in different places by small bubbles sparkling rhythmically to the background music.


The enquiry confused my thinking. For the first time in a long, silent life, I was confronted with sincere questions and thought for a few seconds about how to answer honestly.


"Christmas was once an illusion for me in my childhood. In my teenage years, I intended to fulfil many things I wished for ambitions. Today, dreams are unutterable. I don't have the imagination anymore. I can't answer your question. It's like I'm trapped in a vacuum. I can only work and go home. My colleagues are deceitful; You can’t trust anybody these days." I noticed an increasing self-pity and swallowed it down with a last big gulp from my glass.


"Not so fast. The night is still young. How about a drinking game?" He smiled mischievously and patted my hand delicately. It was a somewhat uncomfortable moment, as I am not used to such familiarity. My grandpa did this every time he taught me any wisdom of life.


"I don't want to get drunk and babbling nonsense. That would be too embarrassing for me." That was never my way in any case.


"Just a suggestion. You order a drink and make a wish. You have three chances, and then I'll close for tonight." He didn't wait for an answer, and I entered the spirit of the game.


"Wow, this IS an idea. When we're done, it's midnight and the ghost of Christmas past will be gone," I said, thinking it funny to say at that moment. "But I don't drink alone," I added. I missed such pleasant conversations. Since my schooldays, I think, such convivial intercourse has been so rare in my life, that I could almost liken them to fairy tales.


"Certainly not." He smiled, and I saw a wrinkle on his forehead that I hadn't noticed until then.


"Then I’ll pay in advance. Keep the change."


He took the bills over the bar and let the change disappear into the tips bucket. As the coins clinked in the bucket, I felt a shake on my shoulder, and my eyes closed briefly.


"You’ve already had your first drink, so let your wish be heard first," he challenged.


"It's hard to wish for something, isn't it?" I struggled with various thoughts, and nothing seemed quite right to me. A barman may be empathetic, but I wouldn't ever trust anyone with my secrets.


"However, it has to be something that has to do with Christmas," he said, increasing the difficulty of the task.


"I would like to listen to different music first. Swing is not my thing." I shrugged my shoulders.


"Nor mine. Wait." He pressed some buttons, and a rock singer blared Christmas carols into the microphone, while the band in the background fought hard for attention. "Too violent?" he asked.
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