Memories of Earlier Days - Part 2
By SaturnStorm/Satsy
"So what made you change your mind?"

It had been quite an ordeal trying to get a hold of Ness and Paula. Calling their home phone, work numbers, and even their cell phones had gotten Jeff nowhere. In the end he'd gotten Evan to forward him one of their kids' numbers, and asked them to pass on a message.

After two coffees and as he was preparing to leave, Paula arrived at his table, with a bright smile and a bag or two of her own. The two of them then made their way through the Twoson Mall, which the woman had assured him was the best place for stocking gifts.

Mulling over the question, Jeff finally just shrugged. "I saw some ads recently and it finally hit me. It's been a long time since I celebrated last, and with Evan home, it seemed like a good idea. Otherwise, I hadn't really given it much thought until then."

Paula nodded, impressed. "You managed to avoid the ads until just recently?"

With an awkward grin Jeff murmured "I don't get out much." That elicited a giggle from the female. Not knowing how to take the response, he chose to change the subject with a cough. "So, uh, how prepared are you for Christmas?"

"Ugh," Paula groaned, "We're just about ready for it now. To be honest I can't wait till it's over."

Grimacing, Jeff asked "That bad, huh."

"It's just so much stress!" She sighed. "It's taken a lot of effort to get the kids to pull their weight, and the house is presentable at least. The presents are mostly done, too. As far as gifts go, we're looking at outer-family, friends, and stockings."

"That doesn't sound so bad." the male said.

Paula shook her head, "But there's still the groceries, the family shuttling, sleeping arrangements, finding enough seating for dinner, preparing the feast, the after-lunch entertainment, getting everyone home, the clean up, it doesn't stop until the day after! And you just know the kids are gonna argue about presents they just can't bring themselves to share." She gave Jeff a waning smile "count yourself lucky you're only dealing with the one kid."

Jeff frowned. "You say that, but at least you know your kids." He fished the tattered list out of his pocket and held it up, "without this I'd have no idea what to get him."

The woman snatched the list from him, "Let's see that." She had hardly looked at the list before she rounded on the bag he was carrying "Well what have you got him so far?"

He didn't even get time to show her; Paula grabbed the bag and began rifling through it like a kid through a comic collection. Then she stopped, and pulled out the game he'd purchased. "I do hope this isn't for him."

"Why not? It was on the list." Jeff mumbled weakly. He already knew it wasn't age-appropriate, nor something a responsible parent would get for an impressionable 12-year-old. This didn't stop Paula from sternly reminding him of this fact, waving the item to emphasize her point. When he got the chance he snatched the game back and returned it to the bag, "Okay, okay! I'll return it later, then. But then what do I get him instead?"

Handing back the list as well, Paula answered "Something else from here. Kids shouldn't expect to get everything they put on the list anyway." Then her smile returned "But we'll worry about that later. Right now we need to think up stockings."

Shoving the list back into his pocket, he gave his agreement. Although this left him with a new slew of questions, leaving him feeling no less awkward.

What do you put in a 12-year-old boy's stocking?

------------

The store was loud, with Christmas music contending with the bustle of the crowds to be heard. Children were running back and forth, running into grown-up legs as they fought for toys and playthings in the narrow aisles. Some adults, too, were pulling at toys as stocks dwindled. The day was drawing ever closer, and everyone was frantic, trying to make their festive day perfect.
"Why are we in here, Doctor?" Apple asked, as he dodged out of a screaming child's way.
Dr.Andonuts, paying no heed to the crowds around him, reached into a box on a high shelf and pulled out a cheap, formless, squeaking space-filler. He hummed his approval and dropped it into the basket the young man was carrying. He then turned and continued down, while Apple followed.
Glancing at the yellow item, Apple blurted out "Stockings? You're making stockings?"
"Well, yes." Andonuts responded, handing him another, even less obvious item. "I'd be making a couple, but you followed me into town, so it wouldn't be a surprise."
It hadn't been Apple's intention to follow the old man, not at first. He had been curious as to why he had tried to sneak about all morning, moreso when he left the house. After that, he'd found himself wondering where he could possibly get to from the lab... then snuck after him, jumping to the safe conclusion that he was heading to town. Knowing where such a place was, he decided, would be handy.
He didn't regret this decision, especially as he saw the contents of Jeff's apparent stocking.
He pulled out a stretchy rubber toy the doctor had just thrown into the basket. "You know Jeff's 14, right?" He quipped. "And not a dog?"
"Oh I've been doing this for years," Andonuts chuckled, waving away the questions, "I haven't had a complaint yet!"
Placing the toy back on the shelf, Apple reminded him "That's because you haven't sat down to talk to him till this year. And he thought someone else was making his stockings."
Nodding approvingly, Andonuts said "I like it that way."
Apple kid took the lead as he puzzled over that statement. "Wait, you mean to tell me you've been making him stockings this whole time, but not given him a present or seen him? Why?"

The portly man picked out some novelty playing cards, turning over the case as he considered his answer. "I didn't want to give him false hope." was the slow reply.
This got a stupefied look in return.
With a sigh, Andonuts decided to explain. "If I gave him a present, or he got a present addressed from myself, it would give him a false hope. If I was there, he'd think he would return to the lab. That was not possible, for a long time. If he got a present from myself, he would think a visit would take place, or he would expect something grand, along the lines of what other kids would get, or appropriate to his tastes. Neither of those were likely, either. I'm a busy sort, as you know, and, though it pains me to say, I don't know anything about what he would want!
"And so," he continued, "I would put together a stocking. Something that is meant to be full of meaningless tat, with no real age restrictions. So he would have something to enjoy, and share with his friends over the festive occasion."
Apple nodded, absent-mindedly dumping toys into the basket. Then it occurred to him; "You know most kids go home during the holidays, right? He was most likely alone most Christmases."
Dr.Andonuts stared at Apple kid for a moment, then placed the cards back down.
"No," he admitted sadly, "I did not."
------------

Spending all day attempting to navigate the town for presents and trinkets had left Jeff flagging. The busy streets made him mentally exhausted, like a bad all-nighter at the office. But at least he hadn't returned empty-handed.

He took a moment to listen out for his wayward son. Hearing jangling and scraping in the living room, he nodded to himself. Evan was busy with the decorations. Sneaking past that doorway he made his way upstairs to hide the gifts.

With every second he spent in the house, he felt the festive mood return to him. By the time he was upstairs he was grinning from ear to ear, and it was all he could do to keep from skipping to the master bedroom. Even opening the door to the bed-too-big-for-one didn't bother him. Opening the spare closet where someone he loved once stored their possessions - now bare - only made him smile. This was a perfect place to hide presents! There was always one hiding here already anyway!

That was when his mood dropped once more. The present that remained hidden, the one that was never delivered. A simple affair, and probably a terrible present, all wrapped up and topped with a red ribbon. He wasn't entirely sure why he kept it. Sentimental, he guessed. As he shoved the new packages into the open door, he reached to the shelf up top, feeling around for the gift slowly. Then curiously. Then frantically.

The present wasn't there.

Stepping back he looked to the floor. Four small dents marked the carpet; the step-ladder had been used recently. He knew what that meant immediately and, closing the cupboard, he headed back downstairs.

"Evan!" He called, barely glimpsing him on the step-ladder, tangled in decorations. He instead looked around for the familiar box, "Have you seen-"

He spotted it, sat on the dining room table, and stopped. He wasn't sure what got to him more: the exposure of this sad episode of his life; or that his son was the one to shine light on it. Whichever it was, it left a sour taste in his mouth, and a pit in his stomach.

"Dad!" Evan shouted from the other room. Jeff looked up, away from the present. The boy had sounded stern, so he took himself back into the living room.

Walking slowly, Jeff motioned toward the present, "Did you-" he bulked. Of course Evan had found it. "Why is that sat in there?"

Evan turned his head, exposing the string he was holding in his mouth, and frowned. He finished up with the plastic icicle strings so he could talk. "I've known about that present for months," he admitted, "and normally I'd have just left it. It's for you to put under the tree, not me."

"But why did you touch it at all!" Jeff's voice rose. "It isn't for you! The person it was meant for isn't coming back! " A lump had risen in his throat as he said that. He'd said it before, sure, but it never got less painful. It had been years since then, and he'd barely ever seen the guy when he was still around. But that promise had always been there, that false hope. Now shattered.

Still on the step-ladder, Evan was able to level a glare at his father quite effectively. "So you're just gonna leave it like a skeleton in your closet?" He spoke sharply. "I said, didn't I? Ordinarily I would have left it alone. But I've been told that this year it should go under the tree. So I've got it out for you to do."

This answer was unacceptable, for various reasons. Eyes narrowed, Jeff demanded "Who told you?"

The boy just gave an airy shrug, "Telling you won't mean anything. Even if I did you'd just get angry."

"I'm already angry!!" was the loud retort. Jeff was livid. This depressing episode had been thrown into the open, and his son was just being annoyingly vague about its exposition! "You've gone into my room, into your mother's old closet, to put my dad's present out for the World to see! And you're telling me some outside force told you to do this?? And you won't even bother to tell me who?? I won't even ask how you can trust this stranger--"

"It isn't a stranger." Even butted in, though he didn't sound as strong as before. This was the first time he'd seen his dad get into such a state.

"I don't. Care!" Jeff snapped, throwing his hands into the air. "They have no right to get involved with our lives, and you should know better than to skulk about in my room!" He turned sharply and stormed towards the dining room once more. "I'm putting this back!"

Evan jumped from the ladder and shouted "NO!" as he charged after his father and grabbed his arm, "At least put it under the tree!"

To his credit, Jeff had stopped when Evan got to him. He didn't look any calmer, however. "We don't even have a tree." he snarled.

"And that's your job." the boy reminded him, his voice regaining its former confidence. "It's pretty late in the month, so buying a tree will be difficult. You might have to go chop down your own. Then we have somewhere to put presents." He let go of the man's arm and stepped back. "But you should at least put it under the tree, don't put it away."

The anger was giving way to exhaustion once more. Wearily, Jeff asked "Why?"

The boy walked to the table and leaned on it as he spoke next, "Because if something happens, you don't want to miss it. If nothing happens, we can put it back and I'll never trust them again. But at least put it under the tree." His face contorted oddly as he said the next sentence, "Put a little stock in Christmas magic. Just this year."

Straightening up, Jeff mulled over this. He didn't like the idea -- the longer it was in the open the more he resented the false hope he'd clung to for too long. But his son, one of the most detached people he knew, was pleading with him to believe. He had no idea who the kid must have spoken to, for him to use such words as 'Christmas magic', but if he was willing to sell it, he lost nothing by taking it up. If only for the one year.

Finally he spun once again, heading this time to the stairs. "I'll put the present under the tree, when we have one. But, I am not cutting any trees tonight," he said as he stormed up, "I'll get onto that early tomorrow."

Hearing his father stomp along the landing, before slamming his door, Evan smiled. "Thanks, dad."

------------

The lunch rush bustled about a boy and his aunt as they gripped hot cocoa in their hands, sat by the door in a cafe. They were leaning in close to hear one another over wailing kids, loud conversations, and staff bellowing out orders. It wasn't a pleasant spot, but as more people charged outside to plan their Christmas, nowhere really would be.

The two blondes had decided to meet up to discuss things. Jeff had already gone off early that morning to try and obtain a tree, leaving Evan alone in the house. A few hours later, the man had called upon Ness to assist. Apparently there had been an invention fiasco, ending with a fire crew. With Ness handling cleanup, and since Paula's offspring were with Ness's mother for the day, she invited Evan out to find out how the mystery gift had been handled.

"You could have told him, you know." Paula told her nephew kindly.

The male in question picked up a mini marshmallow with his spoon, staring at it. "I don't think it would have been any better for him." he explained, before devouring the marshmallow. "There are some things he wouldn't want to hear, 'your psychic friend told me' is one of them."

Paula nodded sagely. "Well," she thought a moment, before suggesting "you could have said your mom told you?"

Grimacing, Evan asked "How would that be any better?"

"Takes the blame off you?" She already knew this hadn't been an answer, really. Evan had already explained how Jeff had reacted, and though she'd expected it, hearing it was concerning. He was still eaten up inside over the connections he'd lost through no fault of his own. All he had left was this boy, and said boy had just made him relive a terrible chapter of his childhood. Granted if he'd had someone else to blame no doubt the man would have taken it in a heartbeat. But it wasn't the right answer.

"Did you know," Evan broke into Paula's reverie, "you get lost in your head nearly as much as dad does? It's depressing." He scooped up a spoonful of cream and mallows, shoving it into his mouth forcefully. "Stop it." he spat through the white.

Paula frowned. "Don't eat and talk." she chided, waving her own spoon at him. The kid just shook his head and took a sip of his drink. Tapping the spoon against the table, Paula asked curiously "So do you hear thoughts when we do that? When we get lost in thought?"

Swallowing, Evan considered his answer. "I wouldn't really need to," he responded, "Most of the time it's written on your faces. You're both easier to read than you like to think."

That wasn't a shock to the woman. She had never been able to master the poker face that Ness or Poo could pull off. Still she pushed, "But do you hear them anyway?"

Evan didn't look up. He was concentrating on his spoon so hard it was wonder it hadn't split in two yet. "Sometimes." he whispered. Every part of him was giving a very determined vibe that this was not a conversation he wanted to have. He had never been particularly comfortable talking about PSI, and the idea that he might have any always rubbed him the wrong way.

Relenting on that point, Paula brought the conversation back to the main topic, "I don't think he'd have been as upset as you think, you know," she reassured him, tapping his hand, "he does trust me. He might have taken a little time to adjust, but he maybe wouldn't have come down so hard."

To her surprise, Evan didn't look any less tense. Still not looking up, the boy said "You weren't even the first to tell me. I know he trusts you, but if he knew who had told me first," he looked away from Paula, his brow knitted.

When it became apparent that sentence wasn't getting completed, Paula chose to urge him on, "Who did tell you? Did they tell you why it was important?"

Evan didn't respond. He was still looking away, hunched on his seat, one hand tightly gripping his cup, the other on his spoon. Had the room not been so busy the psychic would have been tempted to glimpse into his mind, to see what turmoil he was putting himself through.

"Evan," she coaxed him again, leaning in closer. "Evan are you okay?"

At this point Evan's gaze rose, though he still didn't look back. His shoulders loosened and he put down his spoon, motioning to someone in the crowd. "It..." his voice was a mixture of confusion and bafflement, "It was that guy."

Paula blinked as she took that statement in. Following his gaze, she tried to figure out which person in this packed environment he could be talking about.

The moment she laid eyes on the man, she knew instantly. "Ah." She leaned back. "Him."

------------

The air was bitter, and carried an unpleasant petrol scent. Two grown men were bearing with it, reminding themselves that they'd faced far worse, an age ago. Yet neither were acting on the task at hand, unsure how to handle the predicament.

Between them they had managed to break the chainsaw -- twice -- and lost an axe to a Gruff goat. What was worse was realising many of the trees were too tall for Jeff's house, so they'd had to give up on the tree they'd both deemed as 'perfect'. Now they had the right size tree, and a blunt axe and a busted chainsaw with which to chop it down.

Looking over his tools again, Jeff murmured "Should have put a bit more thought into this."

Ness shrugged, not taking his eyes off the tree. "We're not doing too bad for a couple guys who don't know what they're doing." he pointed out. "I mean look, we got pretty far before the ambush!"

Jeff just gave a noncommittal noise as he prepared the heads on his screwdriver. The chainsaw wasn't going to fix itself, it didn't last time.

Unsure how to keep up the conversation, the taller male picked up the axe, turning it over a few times. "So how do we sharpen one of these things?"

"Did you ever join the scouts?" the bespectacled one queried, picking up the chainsaw.

"No, did you?"

This got a chuckle from Jeff, "Even though the school was surrounded by wilderness, we rarely ever left the premises." he explained, "There were no scouts or outdoor classes. Just a whole lotta learning to be smart people, or people who could take high positions in society."

Ness gave him a waning look, "well, that's boring. What if the kids got attacked by wild animals?"

"The parents would withdraw their financial support. Needless to say animal attacks were rare."

This hadn't sounded any less boring. Ness, as they spoke, grabbed a rock and glided it along the axe's head. He had no idea what he was doing, or if it would even work, but it was better than shaking with the cold until they had a working cutting tool. "Didn't you get bitten by a snake in that school?" He asked as he worked.

Jeff looked up, focused on nothing as he recalled the event. "Ah yes," he responded after a few seconds, "it had snuck in with a delivery. Goodness knows how that had happened. I couldn't have been older than six, and I was lost." He got back to work, a small smile on his face, "They found me collapsed near the library, it'd been a poisonous bite. Not sure what I hoped to accomplish by going to the library, probably wanted to find out what the snake was."

Ness chuckled, "Sounds like something you'd do." he agreed. "Did they find the snake in the end?"

"They did, yes" Jeff nodded. "Turns out I was the only one who'd been bitten. I don't remember doing this, but apparently I trapped it under an overturned bin before I ran off."

The two men laughed at this. Neither of them could imagine this short, meagre, smart-dressed boy facing off against a wild animal, even if the outcome was a loss to both sides. Add to that the idea that the boy, rather than finding an adult, chose to find out exactly what type of snake bit him, had them both agreeing that some courses on wild animals, or emergency situations, would do the school wonders.

As they both calmed down again, Jeff finished up with the chainsaw, holding it up triumphantly. "Well, we're back in business!" he proclaimed, standing up and stretching.

Ness nodded and looked up at the sky. It was getting dark here, which meant the time was getting on back home, too. As this thought occurred to him, he froze, before slowly turning to his friend. "Don't do that yet." He told his friend.

Jeff had just gripped the cord as Ness spoke. He lowered the device, his drive deflating.

"How are we getting this home?"

With that, Jeff's drive disappeared. "Really should have thought ahead." He sighed.

Even though Winters had a lot of suitable trees, this fact was redundant when neither Ness, or Jeff, live there.
