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Ginger Krinkles
         
by Dee DeTarsio
         
 

Either Ginger is an elf, or there really is magic to be found in an old cookie recipe.
 

 

Enjoy!
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Seasoned Greetings

“On the first day of Christmas, my true love gave to me: Nothing. I don’t have a true love.” I folded my arms in a pout. Not my best look, I know. I try not to pull it out very often, but believe me, ’tis the season.
“Maybe you should stop singing, then,” said Lauri, my BFF and very own Zen guru. She always champions my cause with helpful suggestions like, “pain eats pain, it needs joy to make it go away.” Half the time I don’t understand what she’s spouting off about, but our yin and yang works because she makes me feel better and laughs in the right places.
“Why? Because not singing will up my chances of magically meeting Prince Charming?”
“Come on. You’ll meet the right guy.”
Though my track record suggests otherwise, I appreciate Lauri’s supreme confidence in the universe. When we were in high school, Lauri didn’t hold my hair back at an inopportune time, she held the car door open and hung on to me for dear life while my face took incoming dirty slush kicked up by the tires. My soon-to-be ex-boyfriend had been driving and wouldn’t pull over. He was my first, and not the worst. After college, I followed Lauri out to California, another reason I will love her forever.
Someone-who-deserves-you, I mouthed along with her as she continued her pep talk.
         
“Best friend or not you do tend to repeat yourself,” she said.
“Well, you tell me that all the time, so what does that make you?” I frowned. “Besides, you’ve got Sawyer the Lawyer. Where is he pillaging again?” Lauri’s husband, Sawyer, is some big wig environmental attorney who travels a lot. He is ugly-hot, tall and geeky at first glance, but then, look again, he wields some kind of badass charisma.
“He’s in Japan. Ginger, snap out of it.”
“Very funny. I never heard that one before.” I snapped my fingers. “I don’t even like ginger snaps.” Our elbows bumped into each other as we walked on the beach and pretended it was winter because it was windy and we got to wear our new sweaters, and all the tourists were gone.
“I like your new tennis shoes,” she said.
“Thanks, they’re really comfortable.” I looked at her, waiting. “What?”
“They look like jet skis.”
I wouldn’t let her see my smile. “That’s why they’re so comfortable. Smarty pants.” We walked on but I could see Lauri was laughing. Her whole body shook with no sound coming out, like some kind of mad scientist. “You’re pretty proud of yourself over there.”
“I’m trying to cheer you up,” she said.
“Fall is officially here,” I reminded her.
“You finished that whole pumpkin pie?”
“Let he who is without sin roast the first pumpkin seed,” I preached, holding out my hands as if I could part the Pacific Ocean.
Lauri laughed. “Sorry. I know. There’s a lot of beta-carotene in pumpkin. I meant ‘good for you!’”
“Thank you. I think it’s important to eat seasonally.”
“If it makes you feel any better,” she added, “I did put a pretty healthy dent in that box of See’s Candy.”
“Which means, what? You had half of a piece of California Brittle?” Lauri is the quintessential prototype of a yogini, which she is. She could never be mistaken for anything else. Her hamstrings are looser, her heart is purer, and she eats kale chips for Pete’s sake. #KaleMeNow.
We walked a little faster while she waited for me to rise up in defense of chocolate and spout off about the sugar anti-defamation league. I did not disappoint. I may have also reminded her it’s sugar and spice and everything nice, not broccoli and kale and farting like a whale.
         
“Have I told you how much I dislike this time of year?” I asked.
“I thought this was your pre-dislike season.”
“Technically, you’re correct. I’m in prep-school for angst. Autumn is the Sunday night of winter.”
“I love this weather,” Lauri said. Her voice carried above the crash of waves as a gust of wind whomped down upon us. She noticed my flyaway hair. “I like your haircut, Ginger.”
“If you squint your eyes, spin around until you’re dizzy and cross your fingers on a super sunny day, maybe it could be said there is a hint of auburn to my hair,” I said. She had heard my complaint many times before. I stopped myself. “I’ll meet you back at the car.” I started a slow jog and pulled my hair into a ponytail.
My hair is brown. No good reason on God’s green earth to have been named Ginger. I’m not a good dancer, either; let me explain that archaic reference since most people aren’t old enough to remember the late, great Fred Astaire’s most awesome cha-cha partner. Strike three: I’m more Gilligan than Ginger.
         
To add insult to injury, I was born ten days late, December 26th. Regift, afterthought, and preoccupation with New Year’s Eve outfits are only a few of the ingredients in my mother’s simmering stew of resentment. I’m not sure my parents had planned on baby number three, me, and I’ve always felt super sensitive and lost in the seasonal shuffle.
My older siblings, Mike and Melissa, escaped unscathed, especially considering our last name is Krinkles. My father is most definitely not jolly; the Misses is nothing to write home about, either. I was named after a Christmas cookie.
         
I kicked at a bug-infested heap of seaweed. Not a picture exists of me and my Noel nemesis decking any halls or roasting any chestnuts. As the baby of the family, I don’t think it’s my imagination that I was totally short-changed in the photographic milestone department. The few scribbles Mrs. K managed to write down in my ivory, puffy-tufted baby book include this gem, “December 23: So embarrassed! Ginger caused such a scene at Santa’s Workshop we were asked to leave because she was scaring the other kids!” And get this, there was a cigarette burn on the page, next to my mother’s exclamation point, I kid you not. My mother, of course, swears it came from a burning ember sparked out of our fireplace as the family gathered “’round to sip cocoa and sing Christmas carols.” Funny. I never pegged my family as the sipping/singing kind (they are more of the gluggers/chuggers ilk). Since there are no photos of that sentimental scene, I have to take her at her word.
         
My family plays fast and loose with the truth. I was nineteen years old before I realized we never had a fireplace. What could I expect from parents, whom, upon trying to calm my berserk fear of tornados convinced me that Sandusky, the county in Ohio in which we lived, was an Indian name meaning land of no tornados. I don’t remember how old I was before I learned that was a lie, too.
         
No wonder I’m bitter, and apparently have been from birth. I bit my lip. My family drives me crazy. Nothing is sacred. I am the favorite target of their world-class teasing. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. But just once, I wonder what it would feel like to know they were proud of me.
I stooped to pick up a smooth little stone that looked like a heart, an anatomically correct one. I could never find the good ones. I brushed off the sand and stuck it in my pocket in case nothing better came along. Wow. That could be a metaphor for my life, in case you missed it. I took off jogging again, knocking loose some more poor-pitiful-me memories.
Here, innocent little baby, go sit on a strange man’s lap. So what if he has an extraordinary amount of creepy hair, no mouth and smells like grandpa’s church suit left hanging in the bathroom to air out. (To this day, men in black suits make me have to poop.) Unfortunately it is the red suit, nay, red velvet suit, and all that it stands for that ties my stomach in knots.
While most people look forward to their own birthday with an almost spiritual wonder, waiting for magical things to happen, they seem to double down on the big J’s birthday. The only revelation I experience is wondering when it will all be over. My shoulders start inching up toward my ears around Thanksgiving and don’t relax until the safety of the second of January.
My normal-named brother and sister used to tease me all the time. And yes, Melissa Krinkles is just as cute as she sounds, a sugar cookie of a chick. Bright blue eyes, American Girl doll straight blonde hair. She and my brother, Mike, used to pretend my name was Candy Cane, Fruit Cake, or Turtle-Eyed Surprise (which was what we called the cookies no one ate from the neighbors next door because we saw the inside of their house, and when their turtle went missing we were convinced their mom made cookies out of it). Twenty-first century update: They never did find that turtle. On occasion, I have wondered about the circumstances which would cause a turtle to run away from home.
I used to think about running away when I was little. Especially during the holidays. Everyone’s frenetic energy made me incredibly anxious, heightened by the increased hazing from my siblings about what Santa was going to, or not going to do to me. It could have been worse. I was in the third grade before I realized my middle name was not really Nutmeg. No thanks to my brother, Mike. Ass.
I took in a deep breath of upper sixty-degree air, missing summer like nobody’s business. I don’t like who I become when the earth tilts on its axis. It’s as if the extra layers of sweaters and scarves, and the wearing of shoes with socks insulates my manners. Any hope hibernates as I tuck in my goodwill to settle down for a long winter’s nap. I am out of sync. I think slower, I move clumsier. It’s as if I don’t try as hard, at life in general, at love in specific, or at being a better person.
I yearn to embrace the yuletide. Ride the Rudolph train to Tinseltown. Make like a Christmas tree and pine for good cheer. It’s no secret I hate the holidays and think ordinary days get the shaft.
But I do have a secret. Make that two. If you buy the first one, maybe it will make it easier to unwrap the second one.


        

    
        
            Chapter 2



        

    



Merry Conspiracy

“So what’s going on with you, Ginger?” Lauri caught up with me on the beach. “You’re acting so weird. I thought I knew all your secrets.”
“Nobody knows everyone’s secrets.”
“Well, now I’m intrigued. What’s wrong? It can’t be that bad. Life will always take you where you need to be.”
“Oh, knock it off. It’s bad enough you look like a yoga teacher, please don’t pull that on me. And please don’t tell me you are going to Instagram that,” I teased. Lauri is seriously the most positive person I know. Her fifteen thousand followers on Instagram agree with me. She is one of the few social media exhibitionists I can tolerate, though, especially this time of year.
Lauri laughed. “Already did.”
I checked my phone. “I just sent you that photo.” I had taken a picture of her not five minutes earlier, doing a sun salutation with the ocean waves in the background. Sure enough, it was on Instagram, complete with her thought for the day.
“Sometimes it’s so hard to be friends with you,” I told her. “You already have 418 likes?”
“Did you like it yet?”
I stopped, stared at my phone, liked it and wrote, “Beautiful picture, beautiful pose, beautiful friend,” and added emojis of the sun, a palm tree and sunflower for good measure.
“I am your biggest fan, you know.” I suppressed a shiver. Already the nonstop social chatter was ratcheting up for the holidays. Emoji Santa. Emoji gun.
“I know,” she said, nudging into me. “And one day, you will even listen to me. So what’s wrong?”
“I have to go to work.”
“How is Meals on Wheels going?”
“Very funny. They just finished the sign last week. Lime green sides, neon orange letters.” I stopped to emphasize the name. “Tood Fruck. Frankie makes us add the slogan every time we say the name. ‘Tood Fruck. Good food with attitude.’”
Lauri squeezed my arm. “You’re not really cooking anything are you?”
I frowned. “I don’t cook, remember? I present.”
“Frankie may be an idiot, but it was nice of him to hire you.”
“Don’t mean to toot my own horn, but surely you want to rephrase that? I was an awesome girlfriend. We only lived together for three years before we broke up, remember? Right about this time last year. At least I didn’t have to get him a Christmas present.” I sighed. Breaking up with Frankie had been hard, but way overdue. He’s a sweetheart, just not my sweetheart. I hardly ever missed him.
Lauri laughed. “Ginger. The day you broke up, which was predicted on the Mayan calendar, everyone celebrated. You especially.”
It was my turn to laugh. “I know. You’re just trying to cheer me up. I knew it was coming. Do you know he once told me that sex for guys was pretty much like blowing their nose?”
Lauri started to dry heave.
“Right? I guess he meant it as if to say women place way too much importance on it, and we should just do it because it’s healthy and good for us, twice a day, whether we have a runny nose or not. Apparently he didn’t get the memo about how good sneezes feel.”
“Bless you,” Lauri said.
We got to my car and I clicked open the locks. “I miss summer. I can’t believe it’s almost that time again. ‘Tis the season to break out, gain weight, and have nothing to wear.”
“And use the word ‘tis,” Lauri reminded me.
“Lauri. Seriously. This year, I’m going to get it right. I am going to discover the true meaning and celebrate the heck out of it.” Especially after how I blew it at work. Even Lauri didn’t know the real reason I got fired.
“That’s the spirit,” Lauri said. “Even if your mom buys you a bright yellow purse from who-knows-where and wraps it in a Nordstrom box?”
I rolled my shoulders.
“Yes.”
“Well, the Grinch eventually came around, so I guess there’s hope for you.”
“Quit laughing at me. I can do this. I will do this.”
We got in my car and headed back down the coast to Pacific Beach so I could drop Lauri off at her yoga studio. “Here,” I handed her a small white paper bag. “Have a cookie.”
She opened the bag and sniffed. “Mmm. Did you make these?”
“I made the trip,” I told her. She broke off a small piece of the chocolate chip cookie I picked up from a new organic coffee shop earlier. “Does it taste any better to know it’s an Eckhart Tolle House Chocolate Chip cookie?”
She clenched her fist and raised it high in a salute. “Power of Now, baby.”
I despise the holidays. While that’s not really a secret from anyone who knows me, it’s not something I go about broadcasting. I try to keep my eye-rolling, face-furrowing, heaving sighs in check, contrary to what my family says. Geez. If you can’t take your filters off in front of your family, who can you take them off for? I must have sighed, because Lauri tried to cheer me up.
“You just have a bad case of hashtag FOMO,” Lauri told me. “Fear Of Missing Out. It’s a thing.”
“I don’t have FOMO. I simply do not understand the starry-eyed, giddy, coma of peace-on-earth-goodwill-toward-man fake frenzy that infects every other person. If it were sincere, maybe I would be on board. I blame my family.”
“Your family loves Christmas,” Lauri reminded me. “What happened to you?”
“My mom really needs to stand-down when it comes to holiday garb. Garb as in short for garbage. My sister blows so much cash on gifts I always wonder what it is exactly she’s trying to atone for. And they’re stupid gifts, too. Do you remember what she got me last year? A gift certificate to the Audubon Society? Really? I thought it was a joke. I had to strangle my ‘Har-har, good one,’ into ‘Oh, that’s awesome. Who doesn’t love birds?’”
I turned on my windshield wipers and squirted the wiper fluid and futilely tried to clear the glass. “That would be me, I don’t even like birds. They don’t like me either.” I waved my hand, palm up. “Exhibit A. This windshield looks like a transparent Jackson Pollack painting. I give you Bird Poop, Number 14. Would it have killed my sister to give me a Crate&Barrel gift certificate?”
“Is that what you really want?” Lauri asked me.
“Stop. I’m warning you, do not start with me.”
As we drove down Mission Boulevard into Pacific Beach, gray waves pounded off to our right. I turned down a side street lined with funky beach houses that you would wish your ancestors had had the foresight to settle in seventy-five years ago. “Every winter solstice I search the sky for a winking star,” I told Lauri. “I wish I may, I wish I might, have this wish I wish tonight: that I could just cash in all the gifts and not spend time with my family. Their eyes actually twinkle during the holidays, as if they are juiced up on some IV drip of Comfort and Joy. While I am nothing more than a shortchanged zombie, who gets a placebo in my IV. I want Comfort and Joy.”
         
Lauri laughed.
This miasma is nothing new. “Growing up, I always got in trouble at choir practice for singing the wrong words,” I told her.
“We Three Kings of Orient Are, smoking on a rubber cigar,
         
It was loaded and exploded, shooting us to that yonder star.”
         
Lauri hummed backup for me.
“December needs to come with a warning. Whether you celebrate the season or not, beware: Anticipation is a wily witch who loves to introduce you to Disappointment, the BFF of Jealousy.”
“Jingle Bells, Batman smells,” Lauri sang. I pulled up to the curb. Blaring harp music came from my phone.
“That’s my meditation app. I’m working on my stress.”
Lauri picked up my phone. “It hasn’t seen you for four days.”
“I know. Even meditation is disappointed in me.”
She laughed.
I shooed her out of my car in front of her yoga studio, Yogasm. She opened her doors two years ago, and let me name it. I highly recommend having a yoga instructor for a best friend. You can say stupid things like, “She helps keep me grounded,” whatever that means. Truth be told, she does keep me grounded, if that means that she puts up with me and still wants to be my friend. She can be very annoying in her perky perfection, and I feel like I am a good friend to put up with that—I do allow her to try to convert or save me, or whatever it is those “living in the moment” folks are trying to pull on the rest of us weak-willed anxiety-filled. Plus, she lets me go to yoga classes for free.
Her yoga studio is always busy and people love it, but I just wish it would take off. It’s a lot of hard work for very little payoff. Lauri always acts like she doesn’t mind and tells me she “enjoys the moment” (see?) and trusts in the universe, and other hogwash about not stressing out, so I guess I have to worry for her. I glanced up at the sign again and smiled. “Yogasm would be the perfect franchise,” I told her, just like always.
“Please come,” she said, as she folded her hands and bowed her head, just like always. We both laughed.
“I always do,” I said. She tilted her head and looked at me.
“Thanks for the ride. Are you sure you can’t come to yoga? I’m focusing on JOMO today.”
I sighed. “Do tell.”
“JOY Of Missing Out,” she said. “Give yourself permission to not feel like everyone else. Take time out and away from the rest of the world and discover your own bliss.”
         
I mouthed along with her. Co-create the intimacy you want with your breath. “Good thing you’re my best friend. And look at you, just standing there beaming at me like I’m something special.” I held up the back of my hand as if to smack her. “Why I oughta … ” Still nothing, but her peaceful, loving smile. That kind of serenity can’t be bought. Pity. I’d ask for it for Christmas.
         
“Bakasana off,” I warned her. “You can take your pity and pigeon pose it where the sun don’t shine.” She was still standing there. “What?” She knew me so well. Her super power of silence was far superior to my need to fill it. “Fine. Be that way.” I squeezed the steering wheel and adjusted the rear view mirror. Checked my lipstick. “I know you never liked Frankie,” I said.
She leaned back into my car. “Are you telling me you’re getting back with him?”
“No. Absolutely not. He’s helping me out.”
Her arms crossed.
“He gave me a job,” I reminded her.
“I thought that’s what he liked you to do.”
“Very funny. Lauri. Listen. I’m broke.”
I lost my job. I know exactly where it is; it is where I am no longer welcome. They lost me. “Scram, skedaddle, your services are no longer required.” I’ve told no one, but Lauri, obviously, and Frankie, but when I do, I will say, bravely, “I’ve been laid off.” To make room for my boss’s girlfriend, who is now apparently being laid upon. But there was more to it than that.
I worked at a PR agency. It’s worse than you’ve heard. At Pandering and Revulsion, we dressed up toad-like politicians who can’t keep their paws to themselves—“He never received the sexual harassment handbook”—to prove you can indeed put lipstick on a pig. We also helped brand products. My claim to fame is the LinesOffOnLine.com beauty website. They have a decent enough moisturizer but their pore minimizer only works if you are standing eleven feet away from your makeup mirror.
So while I pissed and moaned about my gross job with my co-workers, as you do, it paid the bills. As it does. As it did.
I put my purse in the passenger seat and looked up at Lauri. “I am about three-thousand dollars away from having to move back to Ohio, land of winter, fried bologna, and soul-sucking sludge. My mother telling me to suck in my stomach, my dad telling me to suck it up. Ho ho ho.”
“Oh, Ginger. I am so sorry. How can I help?”
“You can’t. Just don’t tell anybody. I’m working on it. Thanks for listening to me whine. I’ll figure it out.” I wiggled my fingers at her and headed back to my apartment to get ready for my new job.
($3,000.00 in my bank account. Won’t last long.)
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Snailed It!

I live right around the corner from Yogasm. The five-block drive took more than ten minutes and I was starting to cut it close. “Oh, I see.” It was going to be an every red light kind of day.
I finally made it to my street. I was the end unit of a four-plex single story beach complex, built in the 1950s. It reminded me of those old-timey woodie station wagons, and was painted funky beige with light green trim. Aw, nuts. My landlady was out front. I pulled up to the curb and jumped out and landed right on top of a snail. Squish, crack, splinter, destruction, smash. Splat. The violence vibrated up my leg. I bent over and twisted and turned and shivered. I lifted my homicidal foot and kicked. I may have shrieked.
Olive winced but couldn’t hide her laugh. “I’m sure he didn’t know what hit him.” She smiled at me. “Sometimes life does feel like we’re stepping on snails, doesn’t it?”
“Or like we are the snail,” I said. I tried to shake it off and went and gave her a hug. “Give me that. I told you I would do it.” She let me wrest the handle of the garbage bin from her, the size of which could contain Olive, her knitting, and ancient TV. “What do you have in here, dead bodies?” I manhandled it to the street.
“You are something else, Ginger.” She laughed.
“I notice you didn’t answer me.”
“Thanks for helping me. Why aren’t you at work?”
“I’m actually going to help Frankie with his new food truck.” I didn’t tell her I lost my job. Remember, I used to work in PR. It’s all in the presentation. Besides, she never saw me cross my fingers.
“You are just the sweetest girl, always helping people.”
“Not really,” I told her, feeling as low as the snail I had just leveled. I wasn’t ready to tell anyone what really happened at my job. Getting fired is horrifying enough, but going out the way I did left me deep-fried mortified. If anyone knew the real reason, Lauri, Olive, or even Frankie, they would all try to make me feel better. And I knew I didn’t deserve it.
A few weeks ago while I was still gainfully employed, I was at lunch with some co-workers and we were shredding our Creative Director, Violet. Violet Hickle, to be exact, who, for reasons unknown, went by V. Hickle. The name on her door, desk plate, business cards and email address, read V. Hickle. Come on, she was asking for it.
I don’t think I started it, but I sure spent a lot of my time contributing. “Car was riding her broom today,” I would begin the pile-on. Another day, it might have been Sedan, Low-rider, or Edsel. She once nearly caught me as I whistled after her, as if hailing a cab. I know the defense of “we all did it” is no excuse, but still.
Once again, my mouth got me in trouble. She heard me talk about her behind her back. Actually, it was behind my back, because I obviously didn’t see her when I had been upset with her for trashing one of my campaigns. “She makes my butt itch.” My friends laughed until they realized, she heard me. Thinking back, it had felt exactly like smashing that snail. Though it was an accident, I hadn’t meant for her to hear me, (in fact I really liked her) it didn’t mitigate the collateral damage.
My humiliation had been complete when she was the one who “let me go” and had to terminate me for my crime against humanity. She acted like there was no poetic justice there, and said that she was genuinely sad. I bet anything she was doing the equivalent of joyous donuts-in-the-parking-lot on the inside.
When “Bucket of Bolts” called me in to give me my last paycheck, I wasn’t prepared.
“Miss Krinkles,” she said, as I started to become even more upset. “While I am aware that I am the source of unending amusement to you and your little friends out there, I truly had expected better from you.”
I gulped. Turned red. Wished I was dead.
“You’ve had your fun, but when all is said and done, this Lamborghini,” she pointed to herself as she stood up and came around from behind her desk, “is all gassed up and ready to go.”
         
I couldn’t help it, I was nervous and upset and got the giggles, as if she really had farted or something. Yes, I’m the one who laughs in church and at people who fall down.
She folded her arms across her chest, her turquoise Diane von Furstenberg wrap dress did make her look like some powerful sports car, revving down upon me.
“I hate to see Jeff let you go,” she said, waiting for my gulping hiccups to stop. I covered my mouth with my hand and spit out a few strangled coughs. It really wasn’t funny; I was pretty panicked. My meditation app picked that moment to chime in. Is something bothering you? Can you inhale and exhale and release your fears?
         
“You’re smart, when you’re not being a smart ass.” Violet handed me my check. “You want my advice?” I opened my mouth but she didn’t want to hear from me. “Why don’t you try using your powers for good, not evil? It’s not about always being in the spotlight. Sometimes it’s good to be part of the audience.”
And then she told me why I was really being fired. It wasn’t for gossiping. It wasn’t for teasing her behind her back. I deserved it. I had grabbed my check and doubt that she even heard my “so sorry; so, so sorry” as I left. If she did, I’m sure she didn’t believe it. I had been sincere, too.
I wrote her a note and sent her flowers but never heard a word back. I couldn’t blame her; I would have fired me, too.
I took Olive’s arm and helped her over a cliff-sized crack in the sidewalk. I didn’t want to worry her yet that I most likely had to move out. Because what if there was some kind of Christmas miracle and I could end up staying? I didn’t want to stress Olive out before I had to, or worse, have her find a new, better tenant. Hope is for dopes. I am the last person on earth who deserved hope.
Olive is old. She’s pretty frail. But she only charges me $800 a month rent to live in a sweet neighborhood near the beach. All I have to do is listen to her talktalktalktalktalktalktalktalktalktalktalktalktalk. I know, pot calling the kettle black.
She has great stories, a great spirit, a crush on Adam Levine and over three thousand followers on Twitter. I think her secret sorrow is that she doesn’t get to see her grandsons as much as she wants, and though she stays busy, I know she is lonely.
“Do you have time for coffee, Ginger? I made some scones.” I wish she was my grandmother. I gave her a quick hug and promised her next time.
($2,200.00 November rent)
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Elf on the Shelf

I watched Olive in my rearview mirror and smiled. I headed to work, inland up through La Jolla to the mall, and I couldn’t help but think about my grandmother, Busha, who had just passed away. It wasn’t like I missed her or anything. Please don’t get me wrong, she was a horrible woman. She looked like that crone picture in the Highlights Magazine, but you could search until your eyes crossed and never find the beautiful woman. I, fortunately, was too boring to ever attract her attention so she pretty much ignored me, but I was only around seven years old when she said my sister looked like a two-bit whore. Hey, now. I remember standing up straighter and sneaking a peek out of the corner of my eye at Melissa, who was wearing lip gloss and her fancy new B-cup bra. I held my lips together tightly and looked back at Busha. Respect.
Busha thought my brother was a pot head, even though he tried to tell her, “It’s called weed. I guess I’ll put that in my pipe and smoke it, huh, Busha?” My brother was a jerk, though my Busha was all about the cliches. Mike even had a short-lived garage band called, “NINE WHAT?” referencing my grandmother’s warnings about stitching in time.
She never once, ever, said my mother’s name, and always stared my dad down in a whatever-happened-it-was-your-fault sort of way. He was an amazing son to her, though. I once asked him why she was so mean, meaning why was he so kind to her? He laughed. “She had a tough life,” meaning he had no idea; he operated in a default manners mode, go along to get along. I always thought her tough life could have been improved by giving better gifts than holy cards and lectures on piety.
My biggest fear (insert scary music here), is that I will turn out like my Polish grandmother. We can inherit eye color, lip shapes, and curly hair; of course descendants can be shafted with personality traits. Bah-hucking-fumbug. I am petrified that I drew the short end of the stick and she passed on her mean gene to me. I don’t want to be like her. I flushed, and could practically hear the fog horn blaring on a ship long set sail.
So as I descended into my seasonal slump, my navel-gazing snagged upon a lint ball that looked suspiciously like my grandmother’s hair. There’s only one thing worse than dying old and alone, and that would be, to insert another one of Busha’s cliches here, “Adding insult to injury,” dying unloved. Trust me, it’s no fun being the lone, cynical, grumpy torch-bearer. I want to be giddy and silly and starry-eyed, filled with goodwill toward my fellow man. I can put on a decent show, unless you know me and can see the dark edge of my soul. I just couldn’t seem to shake the shadow of my Busha’s dour, ominous personality. I wasted an incredible amount of time worrying that I inherited that from her. “We despise in others what we fear about ourselves.” I think my grandmother made that up. She hated everybody.
Busha had two henchman, Ming One and Ming Two, Siamese cats who let you know that, despite their ludicrous names, they were not to be trifled with. My brother learned that the hard way when he taunted them and called them Thing One and Thing Two. They went all Dr. Seuss on him, grabbed onto his arms with their front paws, and hung on for dear life while they frantically clawed, kickstarter style with their hind legs. Terror turned to laughter as Busha walked in the room just in time to see Mike backhand both cats to the floor. She knuckled him in the head with her middle finger, and had my dad not shown up I was sure I was finally going to get to see the infamous ear-boxing. Dang.
The more Busha’s memory started to go, the nastier she became. I’m ashamed to say I wish I had taken notes. She was breathtaking in her filterless state. “Your hinder’s out a mile,” she used to tell my mom when she disagreed with her which was always. A couple of falls (instigated by Ming One or Ming Two, if my brother is to be believed), and she spiraled into needing twenty-four hour care. Dad went into a series of “lasts” … the last picture taken in her own home, and possibly the last one with him. The last time checking her mail, the last time noticing how loudly her kitchen clock ticked. We took her house keys out of her purse, she didn’t need those anymore. We threw away her ketchup, a vinegary sludge that must have been in her refrigerator since 1999. (My brother had his biggest hit with his song, Catch Up, Ketchup.)
         
About a month ago, my dad made us all come along for the long goodbye. We stopped at a fountain and, Dad, who was trying so hard to squeeze every moment of “now” out of the day, held his mom’s arm. He gave her a penny and told her to make a wish. She jerked her hand away from his and put the penny in her pocket. She didn’t have any wishes left anyway.
My dad and I both tossed a coin and I’m pretty sure his wish matched mine, which was “don’t let me end up like her.”
         
When I said goodbye to my grandmother she grabbed onto my hand and said her last word, “Good,” and then died a little later. It wasn’t as scary as it sounds. I felt special. I think in her weird way, she liked me best. Do you know she once even told me I was an elf?
($2,195.00 I stopped for coffee on my way to work.)
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Tood Fruck

“Order up!” screamed Frankie.
“I’m not deaf!” Yet, I thought, nudging my shoulder up to my ear. “Calm down, Frankie.” I grabbed the paper plate off the counter and swiveled to the front opening pass-through of the food truck.
“Say it,” he warned me.
I faked a toothy smile. “Tood Fruck up! Good food with attitude!” I passed the plate through to the guy next in line. Good news, the line was only about ten deep. Bad news, it had been a long morning. First day on the job. Have I mentioned I can’t cook? Have I mentioned Frankie is my ex?
Hors d’oeuvres make up my entire food pyramid, the mighty triumvirate of cheese, carbohydrates of any kind (must contain flour and butter), and grapes (wine counts). I have a mad pash for food trucks. Different samples of food from around the world, served up quick and easy with no clean-up, and the only participation required from me is digestion. Can do. From cupcakes to wraps, I consider myself something of an expert.
Frankie is in a grilled cheese phase and doing really well. Cheese, cheese, cheese. I like cheese. I could do that. I just needed a little time to get used to this new world of mine. I needed to retrain my brain, and my nose. His truck doesn’t really smell like a decaying-baby-rattlesnake-clobbered-to-death-in-the-bottom-of-my-brother’s-baseball-bat-bag-undiscovered-for-a-whole-season. It’s just stinky cheese, I told my nasal membranes who acted so offended they were threatening to quit, or to tattle on me to vomit central in the back of my throat.
I took a deep breath and surveyed my station. We were parked by the mall outside of La Jolla. Ten-to-two, every day. It’s in an area called The Golden Triangle, surrounded by businesses on all sides. We worked some weekends whenever Frankie felt like it, and any other hours; his call.
“Did you memorize the menu?”
I nodded. “Girl Cheese, Guy Cheese, Gay Cheese. Krill Cheese, which is the shrimp with Pecorino, and Grr Cheese.” Frankie smiled at me and wiggled his eyebrows. He claims his Grr Cheese is an aphrodisiac, and it is one of his most popular sandwiches. His secret is in the ingredient he leaves out, he just doesn’t use garlic in the pesto sauce, which he smothers with fontina and goat cheese. And, voilà! Grr. You can now make out on a date without fear of any garlic reprisal.
         
Frankie was so proud of his menu as he yammered on about how each sandwich was grilled with a “lot-o-butter,” something he insists is a true professional measurement. To my credit, I pretended to listen with nary a Paula Dean insult. I nodded my head as he extolled the virtues of sourdough bread, wraps, and his famous no-bread Naked Grilled Cheese that he invented.
I widened my eyes and placed my hand over my heart like I was impressed.
“I roll it in gluten-free breadcrumbs then deep fry it,” he explained.
“Well aren’t you cute?”
“So I’ve been told.” He fluttered his eyelashes and answered with a southern accent. He is totally cute.
Tood Fruck, if it didn’t have such an obnoxious name, would be heaven on earth. Frankie, middle name Doofus, was a good cook. Surfing and sautéing were his specialties. He served up sides of french fries and apples with his grilled cheeses, and every condiment known to man. He also had the best tomato soup on the planet. I had been super impressed until I discovered his secret. Jumbo sized cans of rhymes-with-Wampbell’s tomato soup, except he uses whole milk instead of water, fistfuls of sugar, and, once again, a lot-o-butter.
He also created a cheesecake, but it’s not what you think. It’s savory, not sweet, and fulfills your whole cheese intake for the week, it’s that rich. He uses some proprietary (as if I care) mix of asiago and cream cheese atop a crust of crushed almonds and pecans. It is amaze-balls, and I promise never to use that word again.
“I can’t believe how busy you are,” I managed to toss over my shoulder as Frankie manned the grill. I heard my meditation app, “doodoodoodoodoo,” try to get my attention. I really needed to quit that thing. It was like a fortune cookie, written by Yoda: Peaceful you are not. Frankie threw his spatula up in the air in a spin and caught it.
         
“This is a slow day,” he said. “Be warned.”
The masses finally fed, I closed the counter and went up front to sit by Frankie. He handed me the order slips and told me to reconcile.
“Not with me,” he added with a cheesy grin. What other kind of smile could the man possibly possess? I shook my head. What a waste of blue eyes. He could have been a poster boy for surfing. Oh, wait, he was.
“You’ll get better,” he said.
“What do you mean? I thought I did a good job. And my feet are killing me.” I plucked at my top and took a whiff. “And I think I smell bad.”
“Job hazard.” He leaned over to ruffle my hair.
I pulled back. “Stop that. I know where your hands have been.”
“Cheesus, crusty much?”
“Come on, Frankie. Knock it off.”
“Don’t you mean ‘thank you’ because I hired you?”
“Yes, thank you. I do appreciate it. And hopefully it won’t be for long.”
“Why not? Once you learn the ropes and smile a little more, the regulars might learn to like you.”
“Thanks.” I shook my head at him. Frankie was cute, if you like Golden Retrievers. He liked to play ball, eat, and loved making new female friends. I unzipped the deposit bag. And apparently he makes a lot of money.
“Wow.”
Frankie shrugged. “I told you. And today wasn’t even that busy.” He leaned over and took out twenty-five dollars and waved it in my face. “Here’s a tip.” I started to thank him, but he continued. “Go get some new tops or something,” he said. “And boob it up.”
($2,220.00 I will not go shopping.)
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Cat Hair Is a Condiment

After Busha’s funeral, Mike and Melissa overheard me ask my mom what my grandmother had meant when she said I was an elf. Their hooting and hollering made me feel like I was being fitted for my dead Busha’s black orthopedic shoes, as I focused my every drop of loathing and insecurity onto their effing perfect heads. Good thing I wasn’t truly telekinetic is all I have to say, or SERVPRO cleanup services would still be looking for their brains.
“Ginger,” my brother said, putting his hand on my shoulder, “you’re the Elf on the Shelf. I really thought Frankie was going to marry you.” Mike, of course, is married, but he lives in Ohio, so ha ha, joke’s on him. Melissa lives near LA, only about an hour and a half away from me, but we don’t see each other that often. She’s an attorney and married to a good guy, Angelo, who is a dermatologist, and whom I have a crush on. It’s okay, everybody knows it, including Angelo, who plays along. Angelo would be a Greek god, except he’s Italian. He’s super smart, with the best skin in all the land, as one would expect from a dermatologist, and always takes my side. He has just enough of an accent to send shivers up a girl’s spine. Oh, knock it off, it’s not incest if there’s no blood connection. Melissa doesn’t mind, either.
Angelo, unfortunately was around for the elf comment, and pushed Mike away to hug me. “Your-a nonna, God rest her soul, saw the beauty and compassion inside you, Zhinger,” he said to me. “And to her, you were a sweet, little elf.”
         
Sigh. Angelo did hug me, but he didn’t really say any of that. He was too busy laughing. Melissa laughed too, of course, but tried to tell me she was laughing with me, not at me. For all of her perfect life, all Melissa wanted was a baby, but she wasn’t having any luck. I have volunteered to be a surrogate. It’s a joke.
“I guess an elf is better than being The Lady,” Mike had continued. My eyes widened.
“I would rather be an elf,” I said. Anything was better than The Lady.
“Busha’s neighbors used to call her The Lady,” Mike explained to Angelo. “The Lady who yells at people. The Lady who calls the police.”
“The Lady who told the seven-year-old girl next door to do herself and the rest of the world a favor and stop with the piano lessons,” Melissa added. “She was the Queen of Complainers.”
My mom hissed “Stop it,” at us and jerked her head at my dad.
Melissa changed her tune. “Remember those Sunday dinners?”
I shook my head. We had stopped eating at my grandmother’s house ages ago. I remembered plowing through a meal of mashed potatoes and pork chops just to get a piece of the delicious cake my grandmother had baked. It was a round, double layered cake with chocolate icing, and sat on the counter near the stove.
“Ginger wanted that cake so bad, she was willing to eat Busha’s mashed potatoes.” Mike and Melissa couldn’t stop laughing.
I folded my arms. “Really?” I remembered picking fibers out of the worst mashed potatoes ever, and staring at that cake. My napkin had gotten full. I’d batted at my tongue with my left finger and thumb to remove more of the strands. I’d even asked, “Busha, these potatoes aren’t like my mom’s. Do you have any salt, please?”
Mike had burst out laughing, and I’d noticed neither he nor Melissa were eating any potatoes. He’d pointed at the cake. There sat Ming One or Two, licking its paw, swishing its tail over the cake. “Cat hair is the only condiment served here, Miss Ginger.” Thankfully the memory fades because I’m sure it went downhill from there.
I made a half-ass attempt to ask my dad about Busha. “Are you doing all right, Dad?”
“Ginger. We all stand on the shoulders of our ancestors.”
“Some of them just had more rickety shoulders than others,” my brother chimed in.
“Mike,” my mom warned.
“It’s true. Convicts, crooks, con artists—their grandkids are all running the world right now. Busha was nowhere near as bad as that. I thank the woman. Didn’t want to hang out with her, but she did all right by us.” He finished his beer. “Say what you will, she was on our side.”
On that touching note we went our separate ways.
Because in my mind Ohio may as well be the North Pole, I had skedaddled for warmer climes the first chance I got. I ended up in San Diego, California, about six years ago, and please, for the record, we do too have seasons, two of them—flip-flops and Ugg boots—a time for pedicures, a time for hairy legs.
So there it was, the dark of my night, Yuletide upon me, no career in sight, no money for the season, and my siblings, who I’m not really close to, want to “go together” to get my parents a gift. Someone always forgets to pay—though that’s usually me, and someone else always picks out stupid presents. Honest to baby Jesus, no one needs a second freezer in their garage. I didn’t know my parents had become survivalists.
In addition to worrying about my bad attitude and fearing I inherited my mean ol’ grandmother’s personality, I was scared to death about my finances, and future.
It was almost time to pull the plug. I knew it; just didn’t want to face facts. I would be out of money soon, and I wouldn’t be able to stay in San Diego. I cringed at the thought of telling Olive. The sun was shining down as I sat at the beach and contemplated a future without being able to sit at the beach. At least I had a place to go. I tried to appreciate the safety net of being able to move back home and in with my parents. Maybe it wouldn’t be that bad.
My face crinkled. My body answered its own question. Yes, it would be that bad. I never told anyone the results of an eighth grade career aptitude test that indicated I would be a great farmer’s wife. The feminist side of me even back then railed against why in the Sam Hill they would have that category.
I crossed my arms in front of me and pouted. I hadn’t even moved back to Ohio yet and was pulling out goodies like “Sam Hill,” while wondering what traits make a good farmer’s wife. If the farmer is like a Ryan Gosling good ol’ boy maybe, but no farmers I knew back home were like that. And the weather. Oh, shoot me now. If I died and was U-turned at heaven, it wouldn’t be the flickering flame. It would be an eternal midwestern winter, though aren’t they all? I do not believe the malarkey that cold air is good for you, and the adjective “brisk” surely is not a positive attribute. I’m pretty sure the Supreme Being, who obviously has a sense of humor, has something a little more hellish planned for me, and it will be frozen over. Bronchitis, tonsillitis, optional. I was getting a sore throat thinking about it.
Midwesterners are the kindest people on the planet, with no problem too big to sweep under the carpet. They show their love by freakishly trying to outdo each other in the calorie content from their kitchen. “I like you,” comes out as “eat my pie.” “You’re sad,” ends up “Have a cookie.” “What’s wrong? No, don’t tell me, none of my business, I don’t want to know,” becomes, “Here. Just have some cheesy-potatoes with a sugar-butter-flour chaser.”
I stood up, grabbed my flip-flops and shook out the sand. I had to get ready for work on Tood Fruck. I knew I needed a better job, but it wasn’t looking good. There was no time left. Unless I was getting that miracle I had on my wish list, I would have to head back to Ohio right after the holidays. Where the sky is both cloudy and gray.
Yet, I fall prey. Every season, I gloom and doom and stomp around, but there’s this little piece of hope, the size of a turtle-eye, if you will, or a silver metallic dragée ball used on my grandmother’s frosted cut-out cookies, if you won’t, that stubbornly insists maybe this Advent will be a season of miracles.
As in, it will be a miracle if I find a boyfriend I don’t have to exchange, a job that’s fulfilling enough to pay the bills in sunny San Diego, and most importantly, a trust fund. Not that kind of trust fund, rather, a bank of internal trust for me to rely upon in the belief that there is rhyme and reason in the universe which will lead to harmony.
Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been a zillion years since my last confession, let alone the fact that I would probably cause the big California earthquake by even setting my little toe in a church. In spite of that, I loved it when my mom said she would pray for me.
($2,200.00 Self-soothing trip to CVS)


        

    
        
            Chapter 7



        

    



Cat Ass Trophy

My brother Mike called. Never a good thing. But as the youngest, I always felt a small thrill of hope. “Hey, Mike.”
“Are you sitting down?”
“Why? What’s wrong?”
“You’re getting an inheritance.”
“What?” Oh, damn ye, fertile brain, slow down. How quickly my psyche conjured up all sorts of hidden treasures. Untold riches I couldn’t wait to spend, a new car, my own condo. I could quit Tood Fruck.
But Mike was laughing. “I can hear your pitiful thoughts from here. It’s not what you’re thinking.”
“So tell me.”
“Ah, you’ll be fine.”
Now I was petrified. “What is it? What’s going on?”
“Just be home this afternoon.” Click. Love you too. Although I wasn’t really sure about that. He was such a selfish cow. The kind of brother who would spit in the soda bottle to make sure no one else would drink any.
Lauri came over to my place to wait with me. “What do you think it is?”
“Well, as far as I know, my grandmother didn’t have anything. I think my parents had to help pay for her care.” I couldn’t keep the small smile off my face. “It’s still kind of cool. And how sweet that she remembered me. Mike said he and Melissa didn’t get anything. I need to honor her last wishes, and accept her benevolence. You know, my Busha always kind of ignored me, and since she was so mean,” I paused.
“Did you just make the sign of the cross?” Lauri asked me.
“You can take the Catholic girl out of the church.”
“So, if you make a holy gesture you get a special dispensation to speak ill of the dead?”
“That’s the way it works, yes. Since she was so mean, I was always glad to escape her notice. Now, I think that means she loved me best. What do you think it could be? A priceless ring? A long lost savings account? If it’s really good, I will even deign to share it with Mike and Melissa. I wonder if their feelings are hurt they didn’t get anything?”
“Nice try, Ginger. You guys win the competitive siblings tournament, hands down.”
“If you recall, I never win. Sooooo.” I tried not to get my hopes up.
“Don’t get your hopes up.” We were both laughing when the doorbell rang. “Take a cleansing breath.”
“Sometimes it’s really hard to have a yogini for a best friend.” Of course she just had her hands folded at her heart.
I slowly opened the door, head held high, stately even. Sorry for the adverbs here, Stephen King, but I’m not a hooligan, and I think that’s important to mention.
I read my text from my brother. “Cat Ass Trophy. Get it?” Sometimes I really hate him.
My inheritance had arrived. In the form of one mangy, old, bad tempered reincarnation of my Busha. Her surviving familiar, her cat, Ming. Nobody knew if he was #1 or #2. Lauri was trying to make nice while I called my parents in outrage.
“Sorry, Ginger,” my dad said. “She wanted you to have him.”
“Ouch!” Lauri had just taken one for the team. Ming yowled, withdrew his claws and stalked around my apartment.
“He will be good company for you,” said my mother on the extension.
“Thanks, Mom. What have I ever done to you? I hear you laughing.”
I looked at the cat. I couldn’t believe it.
“This is ridiculous. I would have preferred the money it must have cost to drive him out here.” I still held a small bottle in my hands. “And what’s with the molasses? There’s a rubber band around the bottle with this old note in her handwriting. It looks like it’s in Polish. I can’t read it.”
“No idea. She wasn’t in her right mind, you know.”
“Bazinga! That means I can contest the will!”
“No one contests a will to deny an inheritance. Just accept her gift and be glad she thought of you with love. She was your grandmother.”
“We don’t know what she thought of me. This could be some sort of final revenge.”
“Ginger, you better get over here.” Lauri held a scratched hand over her mouth.
I said goodbye. “Later, traitors,” and ran over to see what was going on. “What’s it doing? Ming. Stop that.”
Ming was sitting there, on my rug, wheezing as if my brother Mike was torturing a balloon by releasing bits of air stretched into screeching noises. Wait for it. The grand finale. “Oh.”
“That must be a hair ball.” The smell was enough to knock the smile right off of Lauri’s face.
“I am not keeping this cat.”
“Ginger, your grandmother wanted you to have her most beloved possession. I think you need to honor that.”
“Zero cares given.”
($2,130.00 I had no idea how expensive cat food and kitty litter is.)
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Save Us All From Satan’s Power

The days rolled on. I was shocked at how hard my job was. “You mean how bad you are at it,” Frankie said. He paid me well and rarely yelled at me, even though I think his restraint was causing a deep furrow in his forehead.
I still dropped things from time to time. “If you weren’t such a cheap bastard and would invest in better paper plates we wouldn’t have that problem,” I yelled at him occasionally.
After my four-hours of daily toil, I was expected to make grocery store runs and keep the truck stocked. We even expanded into nighttime hours downtown in San Diego’s historic Gaslamp Quarter. I’m not sure what it’s historically famous for, other than the amount of alcohol consumed. Which was all good for business. There’s nothing quite like a grilled cheese sandwich to sop up all those cells saturated with one-too-many-tinis.
It was after midnight when a group of girls darkened our truck stop. Caroling at the top of their voices, something about resting merry gentlemen, it appeared to be a bridal party. I sullenly served them, they all ordered Girl Cheeses, except one customer who ordered the Grr, and insisted on thanking the chef personally, and per lips and tongue. Their kiss was disgusting.
         
I couldn’t get that stupid song out of my head, especially the “let nothing ye dismay” line. I didn’t want Frankie, yet apparently didn’t want anyone else to want him either. And after paying December’s rent, even with Frankie’s generosity, I was sliding into a sucking abyss of depression.
“Good night, gorgeous!” Frankie called out as the girls clickety-clacked away down the sidewalk. “I’ll call you!” He jumped back inside, closed the window and squeezed me in a tight hug. “Good job, Ginger. Great night.” Obviously he was fired up from his little encounter with Miss Save Us All From Satan’s Power. Don’t know what my problem was. Except it felt really good to be in his arms again. My pity party was believing its own press about misery loving company, and somehow, that hug maneuvered itself into a full on assault. I was the sloppy seconds and didn’t even care that I could taste that girl’s cheap berry lipstick. Frankie pulled back first, a big dopey grin on his face. When I looked up at him, an angel didn’t get her wings, she flat-out dropped her undies.
Frankie swiped my hair back off my cheek—I never said he wasn’t sweet—and grabbed my hand and pulled me with him up to the front of the truck. He drove straight to my apartment in Pacific Beach, about ten minutes away. He found a parking space only a few streets down, jumped out and opened my door. It is not as gallant as you may think, the passenger door sticks from the inside.
He swung me down and led the way to my front door. One-two-three steps in, the wood floor creaked its welcome home. Every day after work, as soon as I hit that floor board, Ming would sprint in front of my path, surprisingly spry for a geriatric cat. He was someone to talk to, and while he had a permanent feline frown, he never disagreed with me. I may have posted a few photos of him on Instagram. In some lights he looked just like my grandmother.
“Not now, Ming,” I said.
Frankie knew his way to and around my bedroom. He slammed the door in Ming’s face and flipped me onto the bed, and MYOB. Mind your own beeswax.
($1,330.00 December rent)
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Making a List

Tood Fruck is not my passion. Cooking is not my passion. Sore feet and aching cheeks from smiling: Frown-faced emoticon here. I was early for work and waiting for Lauri at the mall.
Endless holiday songs blared from the mall’s loudspeakers. I sat on a bench to people watch. I had my public smile pasted on, disguising my angst as I took a quick peek inside my head at tightly wrapped secrets crammed in the corner, shoved inside shopping bags that I couldn’t bear to throw away.
One of my secrets is that sometimes I think I am an elf. I swiped the top of my ear. It makes no sense. I was more of an anti-elf. I would be the last one picked for any elf gift-wrapping party, toy-making club, or Treehouse for Humanity shindig, or whatever it is that elves do. The best I could muster had an extra syllable along with a few zillion flaws: myself.
Oh, poor, pitiful me. Lurking next to my elf secret was another one, the real reason I was fired from my job. And it wasn’t because I badmouthed one of my bosses. There was a little more to it than that. I clasped my hands in a half-assed plea for forgiveness. Maybe one day I wouldn’t feel like a snail-smashing monster.
“Shh,” I said as Lauri sat down beside me. I tilted my head. A couple was fighting at a table across from us.
“What’s going on?”
“The girl doesn’t like another girl, a mutual friend of theirs, but he thinks she’s nice.”
“Friends make terrible enemies.”
“House of Cards?”
         
“Game of Thrones.”
         
I laughed. “That’s not right. It should be ‘whosoever my girlfriend hateth so doth I.’”
I refocused my attention on Lauri. People charged by us with shopping bags jostling against their legs. Business was good, if Frankie was to be believed. We saw people spending money, and happy to do it. Buying gifts is a pretty heady responsibility and from the looks of it, it’s the most wonderful time of the year. It was also seventy degrees and sunny, so, maybe that had a lot to do with it, too. I, however, was in a funk. I welcomed the sunshine but had no idea what I was going to do for presents this year. And so help me, I refused to be on the receiving end of “please-don’t-get-me-anything” followed by the unspoken and oh-so-virtuous “we know you can’t afford it.”
Besides. I couldn’t remember what I gave for gifts last year, let alone what anyone got me.
“What did you get me for Christmas last year?” I asked her.
“Why? Do you need a new one?” Lauri squeezed her hands, like the notion of spending money on something for someone else made her a better person.
I tried a different tactic. “Do you remember what I got you last year?” I didn’t, but I was testing her.
“Ginger, you are too generous. Of course I remember.”
“I’m waiting.”
“Didn’t you get me …” Her voice trailed away. “Oh. That sweater.” She smiled.
I shook my head.
“Are you sure?”
“See! It’s all a scam. We get all hopped up on the thrill of the pursuit, spending money we don’t have for people we don’t like buying stuff they don’t need.”
“You don’t like me?”
“You, I like just fine. I didn’t like my boss, but had to deliver last year.”
“You don’t this year,” she said, lifting her eyebrows.
“There is that. I got fired. Yay me.”
“You didn’t like the scarf I gave you?” Curse her memory. That was my gift from her.
“Oh, that’s right.” I snapped my fingers. “Yes. I’m just not much of a scarf-wearer. I want to be, though. I try.” I do, too. Just yesterday I had stood in front of my mirror, folded the scarf in half, wound it through the curve and adjusted it around my neck. Women who wear scarves look so cool. The scarf was a great rich teal, my color, with starfish on it, how perfect. It matched absolutely nothing, and looked like I had draped an old curtain around my neck.
“How’s the bank account?” Lauri rubbed my back. “I can loan you some money.”
“Terrible, and no you can’t.” We watched a mom give her little baby in a stroller a lick off her ice cream cone. It was magical. The baby’s eyes nearly a-oogahed right out of its bald baby head. Its hands and feet lifted in the air and spiraled, fingers and toes stretched and straining, spinning pinwheels of damn-where-has-this-been-all-my-life?
“Look at that baby, Lauri.” We both smiled, feeling a tug on our ovaries. “Why can’t life go back to being that simple? A sweet little moment in time.” That baby was so happy. And that’s all it took. A few seconds of bliss. The joy of contentment. I stared hard.
“Too bad you can’t buy that,” I said, at the exact same moment Lauri spouted off her expected response. “See, she’s in the now.”
“That baby is a girl?”
“Shh,” Lauri shushed me.
“That’s it.” I covered my mouth.
“What’s it?” Lauri asked, still watching the baby. It wasn’t my imagination that her stick-up-the-ass posture looked a little wilted.
“It’s a secret,” I said. I waved at her and rushed off to the food truck.
($1,325.00 What, I’m going to sit at the mall and not have a frozen yogurt?)
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Is it Me?

Note to self: If one day you find yourself wondering why you are in a hand basket and where you might be headed, it might be time for a little introspection. I don’t believe in co-inky-dinks. I’m kidding, I bounce off supposed coincidences as guideposts for living life like I’m a pinball wizard. There’s got to be a twist.
I headed to my shift, not realizing the catastrophe that awaited. As if the gum I stepped in (I’ve started a petition to make improper gum disposal a felony) wasn’t warning enough, I dismissed the slow-walking, loud-talking phone-a-friend weaving in front of me, not letting me pass. The signs were there.
I wrapped my apron around me, filled with hope for a good day. Frankie cued me up with what to pitch for the day, he had a lot of Asiago and wanted to push the Gay Cheese sandwiches. A breeze had kicked up some puffy clouds and the temperature had started to slip just below seventy degrees, perfect grilled cheese weather. Transplants from other states became nostalgic, holiday music helped set the ambiance, and the chill in the air made for a perfect Grilled Cheese Sandwich Day. It’s a thing. Cheese and carbs can comfort what ails you. There was a long line and I was doing my thing, meeting and greeting and taking orders.
Frankie asked me how Lauri was, and I tossed off, “Mother Superior? Say ten Hail Marys, drop into Downward Dog and listen to her spout off the Power of How Now Brown Cow.” How did I know Lauri decided to have a Grilled Cheese Sandwich Day? And heard me. I looked up just in time to see her. Her eyes blinked, her lip quivered.
“Come on, Lauri. I was just kidding. Come back. My treat.” Her yoga pants slipped into the crowd. I squeezed my hand into a fist and wanted to punch myself in the face, which it probably looked like I had, since I could feel my cheeks burning with shame.
With her perfect lame-ass Buddha smile, Lauri is a barefoot goddess of goodness. I sometimes think she’s a scam artist, laying claim to some higher level of self-actualization than she actually deserves. Half the time she doesn’t even say or do anything. I love her, but she is one seriously serene shape shifter. People who can effortlessly flow into downward dog, on a surfboard, in the ocean (where she sometimes holds special retreats), are so cool. I waste a lot of energy being jealous of her. And even more worrying about being jealous. And now I blew it big time.
“Way to go, genius,” Frankie said.
“Shut up.”
“You do that a lot you know. Your mouth always gets you in trouble.”
“I’m taking advice from you now? That’s how low I’ve sunk?”
I pressed my lips together. I was such a jerk. I couldn’t believe I ragged on Lauri. I had only been kidding around with Frankie. I sometimes wonder why Lauri even bothers hanging out with me, and after today, I bet she was thinking the same thing. “Pain eats pain,” she would say. And I just swallowed a heaping helping. It tasted salty, with what-a-witch tears and a side of regret.
Lauri would forgive me. Right? The universe must have been gunning for me, because when I looked out at the customers again, arch enemy number one, V. Hickle herself, was down in front of me, arms folded. Ready to order. Harp music vibrated from my back pocket. One of these days I needed to delete that dang app.
“Hello, Ginger.”
Well, honk-honk, beep-beep. I leaned down from my perch in the window. I held out my hand and then changed my mind to go in for a hug then pulled back. That awkward moment. “Hey, Violet. How have you been?”
Her lips were pressed in a mere formality of a smile.
“Please accept my apology. Please. Please. I didn’t know.”
“I know. Do you want to make good?”
“Anything. I’ll do anything.”
If only she hadn’t lifted her eyebrow in that superior way of hers, as if she were channeling Stephen Colbert. “Are you enjoying working here?”
“Living the life. Thanks for noticing.”
“Ginger, I was being sincere. We miss you, you know.”
“Then I’m so glad you fired me.”
She shook her head. “It wasn’t like that. You know that. You are a smart girl and I think you’ll figure it out.” She gave me a prissy smile. “What do you want to do?”
Nosy much? “I’ll have plenty of time to figure that out, since I’m moving back to Ohio.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. I’m doing some pro bono work for the hospital, and I could use some ideas. Some of your ideas. The good ones,” she added. She actually looked in my eyes and I thought I saw a spark of forgiveness.
I paused. “How can I help?”
She gave me a sheet of notes and ordered the Girl Cheese. She took her food and paid. And then that woman left me a five dollar tip. Ouch. It was official. I was the charity case.
To round out my morning, as we were closing up, Frankie chose that time to educate me on customer service.
“You can be a little snide, Ginger.”
My ears sucked in a vacuum, as if they could divine what he was going to say next. Some deep intuition inside me sensed the words of import that were about to fall out of his mouth. Hmm, I always wanted to be psychic. Words have power. And as he opened his pie hole, the universe stilled, like the eye of a storm. The calm beautiful paving the way for the havoc that was to follow. “You’re just like your grandmother.”
I froze. The words echoed. Carved out a path in my soul. Stabbed me in the heart. Ice picked my ears. I stood there for two whole seconds, taking the fatal blow before reacting. I leaped toward Frankie, my fists flying. I punched him in the arm as if he were my brother who just insulted me and I was twelve.
He grabbed my wrists. “Knock it off.”
“I am not like her,” I said.
“Fine. You’re not.”
“I’m not.” I jerked my wrists out of his hands so I could bash the tear that threatened to sneak out.
He rubbed his shoulder. “Who hits people?”
My hands hung by my side. I punched Frankie. I talked trash about my BFF. I mouthed off to my ex-boss. I was acting like a sixth grade girl. Or my grandmother.
“Truth hurts,” Frankie said, not looking at me.
“So do my knuckles,” I said, rubbing my hand. “You’re such an ass.” But it didn’t have its usual sting. The universe had moved on. I had received some sort of message. I had been getting a lot of those lately.
“What did Violet want? I thought you were going to get your job back.” He saw my expression. “What really happened there, anyway?”
I hung my head. “It was in the news.”
“What are you talking about?” Frankie rolled down the metal louvers at the order window. He pulled me up front and we sat down. “Spill.”
“When they fired me, my boss’s girlfriend did get my job.”
Frankie folded his arms. “Yeah? So?”
“So, I deserved to be fired. We had this athletic sportswear account. They’re based in San Diego and were a sponsor for the half-marathon.”
Frankie nodded. “Go on.”
“It was my job to spread the word, get their name out. You know, make people want to buy their clothes.”
“What happened?”
“Do you remember that story a couple of months ago, that made fun of ‘so-called athletes’ that wear tutus?”
His eyes widened. “That was you?”
“Guilty.” I barreled on. “I didn’t know there was a Tutus for NICUs charity. For Children’s Hospital. For premature infants. Neonatal Intensive Care Unit.” Ba dum bum. There. I said it. I started crying.
“Wow, Ginger. That’s bad. What were you thinking?”
Through the snot and tears I told him. “I suck. I didn’t know. It was just a snarky campaign aimed at elite runners, to sell really expensive running clothes.”
“Oof.” Frankie leaned back and swiped his hand over his chin. “What happened?”
“They got a lot of publicity all right and asked for my head. My bosses, Jeff, and Violet, tried to contain the story as best they could and make it go away, but they had to fire me.”
Frankie hugged me. “Oh, honey.”
I wanted to be a calm, sweet person, accepting joy in each moment. However, I was so sick of the self-help “being present” hoo-hah that I couldn’t find the moment if I tried. If I had to guess, it’s buried beneath my nonexistent G-spot. I couldn’t rely on my friends or food or my family or Frankie to fill my gaping hole of unmet needs. I was so tired of being Snarky Ginger who hates everyone, especially at Yuletide.
Shit talking is like eating potato chips. You do the math.
($1,825.00 Frankie paid me.)
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Free Gift with Purchase

There are magic moments when that rat bastard, Maturity, comes barreling along, but I guess I hadn’t been paying attention to its knock-knock-knock upon my door.
I knew I was growing up when I was little and snuck out of bed to wash off that nasty serum my mom had painted on me to make me stop sucking my thumb. Of course I got caught. I was naughty, not smart. Piercing my ears didn’t turn me into a femme fatale, though it felt like an infected badge of honor. Onto my training bra, learning how to use tampons, driving the family car, heading to college—milestones that arrived whether I was ready for them or not. Nobody told me life extracts payments in kind for gifts bestowed. Nothing is free. I guess the universe didn’t get my thank you note. Because I forgot to send it.
I got home, hit the floorboard, no Ming. “Come on, big guy, what are you doing?” My apartment is super small, and he had made himself at home on my yoga pants I had left on the couch. He sat like a Sphinx, a little drool hanging off his fastidious upper lip. “What in the world?” I sat next to him. “What’s that smell?” He did not run away like usual when I ran my hand over his fur from his tail to his ears. “Poop.” Seriously, that’s what that smell was.
“Well, good news,” the after-hours vet said, who must have received his DVM tipping cows at the turn of the century. “Ming is a girl, and she must have eaten something that didn’t agree with her. We did x-rays, and there is no obstruction. We gave her some fluids and she’s doing better. I understand you are a new cat owner, so she probably got into something she shouldn’t have. You need to be careful what you leave out.”
“She tips over my wastebaskets! And plays with the trash.” No use flirting with this one; I resolved my daddy issues eons ago. I could have lived without his sarcastic look, though, that read: you have to be smarter than the cat.
“Maybe get her some toys,” he added.
Thanks, Dad.
($1,650.00 Vet bill, laser pointer, catnip mouse with bell)


        

    
        
            Chapter 12



        

    



For I Have Sinned

Confession may be good for the soul, but wow, it is really bad for self-esteem. So I got fired, and “with cause” as they say. But V. Hickle offered me a lifeline to try to atone. I needed to put on my elf hat, so to speak, and try to do some good in this world. Maybe I could even do well by doing good, a schmaltzy campaign I had once done. Violet even reminded me of that and encouraged me to, “Generate goodwill with good words.”
If I had a million dollars I wouldn’t change my life that much. All I dreamed of was maybe if I became a better person, the logistics manager of the cosmos, She Who Must Be Obeyed, would allow me to stay in San Diego and not move back with my parents in Ohio. There aren’t exactly a lot of job opportunities for someone of my persuasion. Who was I kidding? I just couldn’t take the weather. Unless forced, I only go back to visit two days in early October because I’m equally petrified of tornadoes and getting trapped in a blizzard.
I shivered, just thinking about snow. Which reminded me about my perfect idea for holiday gifts. Simple, sweet. A number one, guaranteed winner. I don’t know why I never thought of it before. I felt like I was finally growing up. I congratulated myself. For the first time, I was excited about giving the perfect gift, and couldn’t wait to get started.
I decided to go through the motions of the life I wanted. I headed to yoga. I needed to strive for a slice of nirvana. Though my brain made it sound like life was getting on my last “nervana.”
I pasted a smile on my face and entered Yogasm. A gust of wind ushered me in. “Whoo, I hate winter,” I said, trying to be friendly. I wasn’t kidding, but since it was San Diego and about sixty degrees, it was meant to be a joke. The lovely sylphlike Serena folded her hands together at her heart space and tilted her head. “How can you hate what is?” I knew Lauri wasn’t there and boy did I miss her.
I headed into class. We started in a Child’s Pose, one of my favorites. Not to brag, I am pretty, pretty good at Child’s Pose. My hips rested heavy atop my heels as my forehead touched the mat, arms at my side.
“If aliens landed on our planet,” Serena said, “what would they find? If they found you, what would you share with them?” Her gentle soothing voice helped monitor our synchronized breathing. I universally love yoga teachers, they are so much better than the rest of us. “In, expand, through your stomach, lungs, and chest. Hold and savor the fullness. You have everything you need.”
Except a job. A place to live. A boyfriend.
“Open mouth exhale. Expel all the breath, out from your chest, lungs and bottom of your abdomen. Hold it, and feel the emptiness. You are empty. What is it you need?”
Hello. A job, a place to live, a boyfriend. I am oh-for-three.
As Serena took us on our journey, I realized I was even worse off than I feared. I was in a dangerous red zone. My best friend Lauri was pissed at me. My ex, who had some nerve to be mad at me (for not wanting to sleep with him again, as well as what he called my sub-par food service skills), was mad at me. It’s not my fault he doesn’t have enough cash to get another food truck. My sister Melissa was thrilled I was moving back home. “Perfect,” she told me. “You can help take care of Mom and Dad. They’re not getting any younger.” I can’t believe it, but my mom and dad were dreading my move back home more than I was. And that was pretty impossible.
If an alien landed and I was the ambassador, it would think I was a total hot mess. I needed to fix things. I messed up. From that point on, I decided to be, well, serene.
Serena’s soothing voice interrupted my thoughts. “Let it go, expel negative thoughts and energy and let your light wash through the class.” I smiled as we changed positions, tried to suck in my share of love from the universe, and exhaled to beat the band. We were in a Triangle pose, and the very bendy girl next to me was rubbing her cheek on her shin. Whatever. Then she started picking at her toenail, toe quatro, if you must know. I know I didn’t make a noise, but she must have felt my stare because she turned to look at me. And then went right back to her old-school pedicure.
         
I tried to look away. The drumbeats of the music did nothing to haul me back into my own universe. I saw her wince, “Ooh,” as she ripped of the top edge of her toenail. And flicked it between our mats. The curved little half-moon slice, with a speck of red polish on it, was actually closer to my mat. Her super relaxed hamstrings allowed her to closely inspect her handiwork. She could have licked her toe if she wanted to, and I wouldn’t have put it past her. She smoothed the toe with her thumb, and moved on to inspect the others. Her discarded clipping lay between us. I closed my eyes and tried not to think about running and telling Lauri. I thanked the universe for giving us grooming utensils and bathroom doors.
I could change. I wasn’t going to fulfill the destiny of my grandmother. I wrapped her sour-faced visage up in a cloud of white light. I didn’t know her suffering or what she had to go through. I could even feel bad for her that she didn’t get to know us, or let us love her. And as I stretched into a pretzel in the Eagle pose (arms and legs wrapped around each other, standing on one foot), I had a flash of my grandmother.
She had been brushing my hair and singing a song in Polish. She had smiled at me, and then squeezed my earlobes. Her dry bony fingers slid up to the tops of my ears and gripped the cartilage at the top before stretching the bit of skin there. She pinched it hard. The little me started crying and ran away. I forgive the child I had been for being scared, but, looking back, I think that was Busha’s version of being tender.
I pretended my Ujjayi ocean breath wasn’t a sob. My spirit was willing but I had a feeling my resolve was weak. A reel of images projected on the dark red of my retinas played highlights of my lowlights: people I had hurt; stunning, foot-stomping examples of my impatience, short temper, and snap judgments. It was time to change. I needed to shed the shadow of my grandmother. She wasn’t the grandmother I wanted, but she was the one I had. Maybe I was the granddaughter she needed. Like Serena said, you can’t hate what is.
         
Serena dabbed a waft of essential oil onto my third eye to seal the deal. I inhaled the tangerine sweet scent of hope. I relaxed as class ended. If life is 75% maintenance—work, oil changes, flossing, laundry, grocery shopping—that leaves only 25% for the good stuff, and that’s no way to live. I never said I was good at math, but it was time for me to rework that equation and discover the joy everywhere I could, especially during the maintenance phase. I fluttered my eyes open and began to roll up my mat. I looked over at the girl with the poor toe. “Great class,” I whispered. I gave her my best smile.
“You have a hole in your pants,” she told me, then stomped away. Wow. Being nice is super hard. For once, my meditation app made me laugh. Pause … can you feel your toes?
         
Later that day, I called Lauri since I hadn’t seen her at the yoga studio, and begged her forgiveness for talking about her behind her back. “I was just messing around with Frankie. You know how I can get. I didn’t mean any of that.”
“I know.” She forgave me. Just like that. Because that’s how she rolls. “I just wasn’t in the mood,” she added. “Besides, you never really think anyone ever talks bad about yourself.”
“You should Instagram that.” I finally heard her laugh. “Meet me for dinner,” I told her. “I’ve got a great story for you.”
“I can’t.”
“You have to.”
“I’m busy. I’ve got to go. I’m not mad, honest. We’ll talk later.”
“Thanks.” I paused. “Love you,” I mumbled first, even though that was usually Lauri’s job.
“Love you, too.”
I called Melissa, next, still trying to hold onto that rainbow of love I was riding. “Not a good time,” she said.
“Are you crying?”
“No.” Click.
I called Frankie. “No worries. I’m not mad at you. I’m trying to make Tood Fruck work. Just chill out.” He brushed my apology off. “Stop talking. I’ve got plans tonight. See you at work tomorrow.” Wow. Everyone was too busy to even talk to me. Even my meditation reminder had forsaken me.
I was going to make everyone love the new me. Even though I had to move back to Ohio, I had some damage to repair. I knew just how to do it, too. Consider it my early Christmas present to the world. Fa la la la la, la la la la.
($1,630.00 New pair of yoga pants from Target)
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The First Noel

According to my calculations, I needed at least four or five gifts for my friends, starting with Lauri and Frankie. My landlady, Olive; sister Melissa. All the rest of the morning I plotted out my strategy. Of course, the gift box itself needed to be pretty special. As my mom always said, “Ginger, we eat with our eyes.” True confession. She never said that, Lauri’s mom always said that, but I had always wished my mom had not only said that but practiced it. Unfortunately, my family operates out of the SOS cookbook, Shit On a Shingle. Sustenance, thy name is sandwich. Chinette was as fancy as we ever got.
The best thing about my kitchen is the apron a kinky ex-boyfriend got me. I love that apron. I put that apron on and twirled around like I was in some soft porn movie. There are tiers of ruffles that bell out from the waist, which I cinch in as tight as I can. It has alternating flounces of polka dots and cherries, for Pete’s sake, in a hanky-soft cotton fabric. I am ashamed at how much I love polka dots. And how different I feel with the donning of an apron. On Donner and Blitzen, I even started to sing. My kitchen supplies pretty much start and end with the apron. Time to call in the big guns.
“Mom, hey. It’s me. Ginger. I need Busha’s cut-out cookie recipe.”
“Who is this?” She asked. I held the phone away from my head while Mrs. Krinkles hooted in a most unChristmas-like manner and told my Dad. I could still hear her. “Bud! Ginger’s making Christmas cookies!”
I folded my arms and cradled the phone back against my ear. “You done?”
I could hear my mom rustling around, still laughing. “Let’s see, cookies, cookies, cookies. Oh, this is a good one, honey. But, are you sure this is what you want to start with? It’s a little tricky.”
“Really, Mom? Cookies? I think I can manage to figure out how to make some sugar cookies. Just because I technically don’t have a career right now doesn’t mean I’m a complete idiot. I do work in the food industry, you know.” I crossed my fingers when I said that last sentence.
“Oh, I didn’t mean that. It just takes a lot of, well, patience.”
“I have a big ol’ cup o’ patience right here,” I told her. I took a sip of my coffee. I wrote down her directions for the cut-out cookie recipe. I thought she’d never finish. I had to hear her drone on with little tips. I wasn’t paying attention, but did notice the last thing I scribbled down. What the? Chill dough for four hours? That can’t be right.
I made a list and checked it twice. “See, Ming. I’m getting into the spirit.” Ming was too, and seemed pretty happy shredding tissue paper. I took off my apron and went to the grocery store. I needed some basic ingredients. Oh, who was I kidding, I needed it all. Flour, sugar, butter. Vanilla, baking soda, baking powder. Powdered sugar, eggs, milk. My bag was full, shopping trip over. Forty dollars for the best presents money could buy, with the sweetest lovin’ from the oven. My friends were going to love these cookies. I could just picture the little beauties, buttery, creamy cut-outs of confection. The image glowed with filtered edges in a Martha Stewart-approved pyramid of perfection on a fancy china plate. I wasn’t going to give out cookies in a plastic baggie. I was broke, but not a total cretin. Yet. I felt so excited. And there was something else. I sniffed. I smelled a waft of hope. For the first time, I had a clue to what everyone else must be feeling. Maybe this—making cookies—would become my tradition. Maybe baking would become my Comfort and Joy. I hummed. I was pretty sure my grandmother never hummed.
“Excuse me, Miss. Would you like to donate to Casa de ChaChing?” I was in the check-out line at the grocery store. It wasn’t really called Casa de ChaChing. The new me reluctantly handed over a five. “Bless you,” said Doris DoGooder before turning to go shakedown some other shopper, also hoping for a chance at redemption and feeling like a fiver was as good a place as any to start.
“Gloooooooo …” The store’s speakers suddenly went turbo. I felt a flush of heat. The music rippled into my ears, and unearthed a memory of my mom singing in church. I sighed, wondering why the woman checking out in front of me felt totally justified to, “Oops, forgot my butter. Hold my place, will you?” as she took off. The cart behind pushed into me as we all waited, and the little kid in the cart stood up and for unknown reasons started to hit me in the head with his candy cane. That he had been licking.
“Ooooooooooriaaaaa …” The music got even louder.
The woman in front of me returned with her damn butter, and a carton of milk, and a six pack of beer. Nice. The cart from behind bumped me again. The mother, driving it, was on her cellphone, talking loudly about the presents she wasn’t going to buy her kids.
I hummed along with the next carol. Not only was my mother a terrible singer, and not only did she not realize it, she was a show off. “Ooh, look at me, I know all the words.” To every refrain. Even those tricky second and third stanzas. She used to jump up in church, as if she got brownie points from the Big Guy for being first in knowing the stand-up, sit-down, kneel, kneel, kneel routine. I winced as the song reached “sleep in heavenly peace,” remembering my mom’s version. My brother would do the Macarena during her seven-syllable slaughter of the last word. I unloaded my ingredients on the conveyer belt. Candy cane kid behind me needed a diaper change. Bad.
I left the grocery story and stopped off at the coffee shop next door. I needed to shore up to tackle my project, and try to regain what I had been sure was my newfound spirit of the season. Yay. Another line. I shifted my grocery bag and purse, and pasted a smile on my face as another holiday song started, perkily bleating about the “weather outside.” My mood was heading to the South Pole, but I was in the right place for provisions. I rolled my shoulders and took a cleansing yoga breath.
Who are all these people? And why are they in front of me? And why are they so happy? In through my nose and out through my mouth. If you didn’t know what I was doing I could see how one may have thought I was being uber-impatient. My purse strap slipped off my arm and as I gyrated a little to the left to correct, a guy who had just picked up his coffee, reached out with the tip of his finger and slowly, as if he were deciding which nuclear bomb wire to disarm, slid the handle back up on my shoulder. He withdrew his hand, slo-mo and half raised his arm in the air, lest I thought he was a purse-snatcher. The right side of his mouth looked like it was thinking about smiling, but at the last moment decided against it.
         
“Thanks,” I said. I pulled the strap tighter, up and over my shoulder. Marry Christmas, I thought. I wanted to see what this guy looked like with a smile.
         
“You’re welcome.” He said. Long pause. “You have your hands full.”
“‘Tis the season,” I said, all proud that I had a bag full of baking goods with no hair removal product in sight. My salt vinegar potato chips were stowed securely underneath the bag of flour. No worries, they would still taste the same.
“You’re getting ready for it, I see,” he said.
“I love to bake.” Thankfully my pants did not burst into flames.
“And I love cookies.” He put his phone in his back pocket and took a sip of coffee. The music in that crowded coffee shop suddenly got louder. The Director in the Sky of this little romantic comedy wanted to make crystal clear, I was about to have “a magic moment.” You think he would have chosen a song I didn’t hate. Something not involving Burl Ives and snowmen. Snowmen make me so sad. Frosty. His head melts and his top hat bounces down the street, but “he’ll be back again, someday?” I felt my heart grow two sizes smaller. I was starting to get claustrophobic. My cute sweater with ironic snowflakes was shedding brown fibers like a molting yak, while cooking up my underarms. A trickle, like melted snow, dripped between my shoulder blades. I didn’t want to blow it. If you must know, my anxiety level was off the charts. Or as Lauri would say, I was being present in the now. I pretended I was a yoga instructor and sucked in my belly button all the way to my spine.
         
My turn. Flirt dammit. He was the right size, right shape. My Chief Hormone Officer went on full alert, pheromone exchange at the ready. I made my eyes twinkle, and I stood at attention. I’m pretty sure I made a duck face before coyly smiling at him. Good, he likes cookies. “Maybe I’ll have to make you some.”
He leaned in. “I’d like that.”
“What’s your favorite kind?”
“I’m sure I’d like whatever you make.”
I laughed. What Lauri would call my femme fatale laugh, as I flew too close to the sun. I exited the “now,” highly overrated if you ask me, and zoomed to Planet Happy Future. Oh, dear God our kids would be gorgeous.
And then I read the name on his coffee cup. Joe Noel. The barista had even drawn what looked like a six-point holly leaf with three berries next to it. He saw me glance down.
“Hi, I’m Joe.”
“Ginger.” I tried not to shut down. But the name Joe Noel was a deal breaker. I couldn’t bear the ridicule from my friends if we got together. It was exhausting even imagining fending off the insane Santa/Elf/Ho Ho Ho jokes that would ensue. Who wouldn’t know? Sadly. Who wouldn’t know? Up on the housetop, click, click, click. My heart plummeted back to the boring old stupid problem-filled now. Message received. He wasn’t the one for me, and there must be a lesson there somewhere.
“May I help you?” Saved by the barista waiting to take my order.
“Thanks for saving my purse,” I told Jolly ol’ St. Nick. I shifted my grocery bag. “Nice to meet you.” Joe Noel, of the super serious Botox-free furrowed brow and what appeared to be the thighs of Thor, turned out to be a walking Christmas carol. Joe Noel. If we got married I would be Ginger Krinkles Noel. No way. What, we could name our kids The First, or Joyeux? The universe had gone all out this time. If I ended up with a guy named Joe Noel our kids would all be born with pointy ears, and we’d end up moving to The North Pole. Not on my watch.
I turned my body away from him to face the counter and ordered my coffee. He got the hint and mumbled that I should have a good day.
“Happy Holidays!” chirped the barista. Probably the one who drew holly branches on Joe Noel’s cup. “Would you like to try our holiday ‘Chai Before Christmas Latte?’”
I shuddered. I’d rather drink bathroom air freshener spray, which is exactly what chai tastes like. My grandmother’s shadow chilled my bones. I stood up straight and smiled so hard I could hardly see. “No, thanks. Just a latte. Thanks! Merry Christmas! I love this song!” I picked up my coffee and couldn’t help but take a quick look around. He was gone.
I couldn’t stop thinking about him. He had been a kick-butt and take-names, strong silent type, à la Jeremy Renner in The Bourne Legacy, the best movie I didn’t understand. I had to call Lauri.
         
“You know, he was one poor shoe choice away from being a nerd. He looked like he probably enjoys camping.” I giggled. Lauri knew none of that mattered. Of course, I had already imagined a little X-rated rendezvous. We had been trapped in the coffee shop. I don’t know why, that’s not important. He made us a bed out of huge burlap bags filled with coffee beans. Scratch that. No one wants to bed down on burlap. The bags morphed into soft, white cotton, the kind that Mr. Oleson would have used as he hefted bags of flour at his mercantile on Little House on The Prairie. The kind of soft cotton that, ironically, is actually sold as flour sack dishtowels that you can buy at Crate&Barrel for six bucks. We cuddled to stay warm. His just-the-right-amount-of-scruffy-whiskers-to-give-him-an-A+-in-testosterone introduced themselves to the crook of my neck. As if he couldn’t help himself he began …
         
“And what’s wrong with him again?” Lauri interrupted my imaginary kissing scene.
“His name. Joe Noel. Can you believe it?”
Long silence. I could practically hear my good friend shadow boxing with her own thoughts while trying not to say something. I pinched my lips and may have flared a nostril. Or two.
“Silent Night,” she finally said.
“Holy crap,” I agreed.
($1,580.00 Groceries, coffee, and don’t forget $5.00 donation—it still counts, despite spirit in which it was given.)
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Tree Wise Men

I was out of the mood to bake by the time I got home. My coffee was cold, and I was daydreaming about one day having enough money to try Kopi Luwak coffee. There was so much missing from my life I didn’t deserve a stray thought about plunking down cold hard cash on coffee beans that have been eaten, then, PR alert, “Naturally fermented in the stomach” before being pooped out by some kind of Asian cat. As a former PR minion, I tip my hat, but as with the artichoke, I did wonder who first discovered that delicacy.
         
“Why can’t you do something like that, Ming?”
I hit the floorboard, no Ming. I put the groceries away, and muted the day’s piss poor meditation, What do you hope to discover? Can you go out on a limb? I hopped in the shower. Mid-shampoo I had a horrifying flash of leaving my door open for a few minutes before I went to the store. I jumped out of the shower and threw on a T-shirt and a pair of old yoga pants entirely sequined with cat hair. “Ming? Ming?” There weren’t that many places she could be. She wasn’t under the bed, on top of the refrigerator, in the bookshelf, or laying on my bathroom towel on the floor. I felt like coughing up a hairball.
         
I ran outside, and began calling for her. That she-devil knows her name, but never, not once, ever came when I called her. I don’t know why I thought it would work randomly, outside, where she could be anywhere. I ran back inside and came back out with a can of food. I stood still and held my breath and pulled up the lid, a small hiss released the pressurized vacuum and a whiff of meaty goodness. I ordered my brain to ramp up my ear canals. I thought I heard something. I ran a few houses down.
“Ming? Come on, girl.” I definitely heard a meow. I looked up. Classic. I set the food on the ground. She sneered down at me from her branch, and settled in so comfortably she looked like she could be laying an egg.
I pushed Olive’s black garbage can next to the tree, kicked off my flip flops and shimmied myself on top of it. A sturdy branch was just above my hip bone. Using both hands, I lifted myself up, but my heels pushed too hard and flipped over the garbage can. I had a scary moment before I was able to execute a sideways turn to sit on the branch. I used to love climbing trees. That was before I gave a fig about Newton’s “the bigger you are the harder you fall” discovery. Ming was about five feet from me, on the opposite side of the tree. I hugged the trunk and carefully made my way to my feet. I reached my hand out and could almost touch her nose. “Come on, Ming. Let’s go home.” She sniffed at my hand. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t hold her and climb down. I inched closer. She ducked under my hand and climbed down out of the tree.
“Thanks, Ming. Don’t worry about me. Good job.” I looked down. It seemed farther than I remembered. My legs didn’t obey my command to bend and sit back down on the branch. I hugged the tree like a long lost lover. A kid rode by on his skateboard. “Help!” He actually stopped and looked up. “I’m stuck. Can you maybe help me get down?”
He got off his skateboard while I was still talking. “I was after my cat, and it’s just so much scarier going down. I don’t want to jump that far. Will you push the trash can back? Please?”
“Hang on,” he said. He whipped out his phone, put it on speaker and called 911. “Yeah, there’s some lady up in a tree. Says she can’t get down.”
“I’m just scared. I could get down if you helped me. You don’t need to call 911. Seriously. Just move the garbage can underneath me.” My arms were frozen around the tree.
“Can you tell the approximate age of the female? Is she injured, or about to fall?” His iPhone squawked.
“She’s, like, kind of old. Thirty?”
“Twenty-eight!” Eff you very much.
“I don’t know if she’s homeless, her clothes are kind of raggy.”
“I’m not homeless,” I hollered. “I live right over there.” I couldn’t point. “I just got out of the shower to try to find my cat.”
“Sir, Sir? Please stand away from the tree and keep yourself at a safe distance. Does the victim appear to be a danger to herself, or anyone else?”
“I’m stuck in a tree! That’s all! I’m not going to hurt anyone!”
“Please let the victim know help is on the way. Please stand clear and do not go near her.”
“Roger that.”
“I’m not going to hurt you. I just can’t get down.”
My knight in shining armor waited to take pictures until the firemen arrived with their ladder. Actually, he took video and sent it into the local news station. And probably put it on YouTube; I haven’t bothered to look. And I even thanked him. Did you know, in the light from the firemen’s truck, you could see right through my yoga pants?
“I am so sorry, guys,” I told the biceps of the fireman who guided me down the ladder. I barely noticed the other fireman, Robert, except to note that he had wavy gray hair and probably went to the same elementary school as Ming’s Father Time vet. And was his teacher.
“No worries, Ma’am,” said the cute one. Ma’am. Geez. My impulse to flirt fizzled. The sun was setting and as I touched terra firma, he flashed his light down, reflecting back the glowing eye holes of the Succubus. Tail in the air, she rubbed herself around my ankles. The firemen were charmed.
“I don’t know what you think you are up to, Ming. She’s never done this. I can’t believe she got out. I feel so stupid.” I had my arms crossed over my chest, then bent down to pick her up. “Thank you.”
“Your tax dollars hard at work,” said Robert Fireman, Sr. Whose eyes twinkled.
His partner, my hero, didn’t even look at me in the eye as he nodded. “You take care, now.” Then he reached in and petted Ming. I could feel Ming’s claws digging into my arm. Maybe she trying to signal to me to ask him out.
“What’s your name?” I asked him.
“Brendon,” he said, jerking back his fingers, which had been chuffing under Ming’s throat. “Good luck. My girlfriend loves cats.”
Some people. I grabbed the cat food, and on shaky legs, headed back to my apartment, just as Olive stuck her head out.
“I’m fine, Olive. This darn cat.”
She stepped out to pet her. “Oh, Ming,” Olive said, making Ming purr. “The things we have to do to protect our family. You go on inside. I’m glad everyone is all right.” She looked over my shoulder. “I’ll go thank those guys.” She shooed me toward my door.
I squeezed Ming so tightly she yowled. Tough. She deserved it. “You know, if my grandmother sent you to try to find me a beau, you know, like a veterinarian or a handsome fireman, you are doing a really, really bad job.”
($1,580.00 I certainly wasn’t going to tip the kid on the skateboard.)
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That’s the Way the Cookie Crumbles

Back inside, I studied the cut-out recipe again. My mom had given me all these random, disjointed notes. Let eggs reach room temperature, butter too. Pfft. Last I checked it was the twenty-first century. I put them all in a bowl and microwaved them for about ten seconds. Ding. I wiped my hands on my apron, pulled my hair up in a messy pony-tail bun, and pulled the bowl out. Hmm. The eggs looked kind of funky. Oh well. I got back into the spirit of things. I had all my ingredients lined up like tin soldiers, reporting for duty.
If you want the same results, keep doing the same thing. Ergo, I found a holiday radio station, and for once, realized the little kick you can get out of those “timeless classics” as the hot-chocolate-sipping DJ called them. Like eating your favorite cookies from when you were a kid, that your mom never makes anymore. Smells, tastes, songs, the patterns of memories were like a meditation.
I mixed and I hummed, I measured and I poured. I stirred and I scraped, and I did not take a taste. My mom used to make these sugar cookie cut-outs when we were little. I wonder when she stopped, and why? They were so light and buttery, and the frosting, oh! I kiss my fingertips, remembering. I was going to do a white bakery icing, that mirror smooth frosting that sets without sticking. I also picked up white chunky sprinkled sugar for decoration, no dyes in these homemade beauties. They would be elegant and tasteful, and everyone would think I bought them at a bakery! Or that Frankie made them. I hummed some more. I couldn’t wait the whole stinking four hours for them to be chilled. It’s not like cookie dough has an internal timer.
I floured my granite countertop, and pulled out my rolling pin. And by that, I mean the one that I borrowed from Olive. Who thought I was criticizing the security system she had installed. I had to convince her I needed it to make sugar cookie cut-outs. I took a softball-sized lump of dough and smooshed it on the counter. I rolled over it, feeling all Betty Crocker. I’m ashamed to say I may have even kicked up my right leg behind me, as if someone had been watching me. “Oh, you better watch out,” I sang along. I never knew how much fun it was to make cookies. I was going to like baking. I could just picture the amazed expression on everyone’s face. “You made these?” “YOU made these?” “You made THESE?” All of my good will and wishes poured out of my heart as I rolled and flattened the dough to a super thin sheet of sugarbutterflour.com. I patted the sticking bits from the rolling pin into place on the dough. My canvas awaited! Next came the fun part.
         
I decided to keep things simple and just used the silver star and moon cookie cutters that Olive loaned me from her collection. She also gave me a roll of parchment paper and said that was her secret to the best cookies ever. I rocked and I rolled. I hummed, to signal my intentions and let my cookies know how much love I was pouring into them. Humming is only fun if you’re the one doing it. And I was having fun. I had my brand new cookie tray on standby. The oven had dinged it’s 350 degree preheatedness ages ago. I better get a move on.
I pushed down the star into the dough, wiggled my hand like I guess I must have seen my mom do, and voilà. Oops. Nothing. The dough did not come up with the cookie cutter. I stopped humming. I pulled out a butter knife to peel it up to put on the cookie sheet. Hmm. The dough was really sticky. I added another mound of flour and slid my knife under the cookie, wielding it with surgical precision. I gently eased up one arm of the pointed star, but it folded in on itself. I pried it apart but then it tore. Five minutes of my life that I will never get back, I finally had the star on the cookie sheet, atop the parchment paper.
         
“Star” is such a strong word. It looked more like a hashtag: #IsleOfMisfits. I bravely carried on. There was no more humming. I was smelling a funky burn from my not very clean oven from old pizza cheese. Not that I was a clock watcher, but it took me twenty-eight more minutes to fill that tray. There weren’t even a dozen pieces of dough. You will note that even I, the mother of these creations, couldn’t call them stars.
I wanted to cry, but I didn’t. I shoved them in the oven. Maybe they will magically morph into a beautiful puffy light artisanal rustic cookie. I could be starting a new tradition of holiday icons. Maybe they’d taste so good people wouldn’t even notice the vague resemblance to a two-dimensional potato. I took a quick lick from the bowl. The dough was pretty tasty; sugar and butter, my two favorite food groups.
I sashayed around in my apron, feeling a little bit better. Used the twelve baking minutes to reposition the dough for round two. The timer went off as I felt all official, using my oven mitts to pull out the tray. Oh. If anything, they looked even smaller than when they went in, indented in the middle, with little crusty outlines around the edges that made them look like a cowboy had stepped on road apple. I set the tray on top of my stove to let them cool. I couldn’t wait to taste one. Well, actually I could. My tummy was feeling a little iffy. I looked into the bowl. Geez. This batch really didn’t make much dough. I only took a couple tastes.
Using my same butter knife that I wiped off on my apron, I pried up one cookie. It was married to the tray. As I sawed, I wished I had a trowel or some sort of scraping implement to ease it up. I know what a spatula is. Have one, too, thank you very much. It was not man enough for the job. I finally got most of the top of the cookie off intact and took a bite. I chewed and I chewed. It seems my mouth didn’t want to stop chewing because then it knew it would be expected to swallow. I had a flashback to my fourth grade history class and thought about poor soldiers fashioning some kind of dough around the end of their rifles and sticking them over open flames to cook. My cookies, and I use the term loosely, had nothing on those things.
I wiped and I swiped. It took me longer to clean up my mess than to create it. The dough stuck to the countertop as if I had been planning to grout tiles. As I chiseled at the mortar on the cookie sheet, a prisoner sentenced to hard labor, a sugar shard projectile launched skyward. Thank goodness my eyeball was there to catch it.
Combine the inefficiency of a who-cares phone store employee with the bravado of Genius Bar nerd, and meet my urgent care nurse.
“But this is a pirate patch.” I could see myself in the small mirror above the sink.
“Honey, you scratched your cornea. You put the drops in, you put that patch back on.” She handed me a miniature plastic torpedo filled with a doll-sized drop of medicine and a prescription. My good eye looked like there was no way it was going out in public with its matey.
“But, can’t I just keep my eye shut? I don’t need this. I’ll be careful.”
“Three days.”
I could feel tearing puddle under the black swath, that wasn’t entirely pain related. Cue the harp music from my meditation app. You’ve got to be kidding me. Use all your senses to see the beauty of this moment.
         
I drove back home, carefully, and finished cleaning up my mess. Hopped up on espresso, squinching back more tears, I OD’d on cheesy holiday movies. Tears to break my heart sniveled down my cheeks as I watched Cinematography for Suckers, Watch It and Weep TV. Unlike every single other day of the year, there was no Elf rerun on. It didn’t matter; I cry at that, too.
($1,540.00 Co-pay.)
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Eye Caramba

“Ahoy! Permission to come aboard!”
“Cut it out, Frankie.” I tried to fluff my hair around my eye patch and the funky earring indent in my cheek from my morning nap. I put on my work apron and got my order pad ready.
“You okay?”
“Shut up.”
“What? I’m serious. Is your eye doing any better?” He bumped me with his elbow, his hands encased in plastic gloves, as he sliced his fresh bread. The bump was what I can only assume was his equivalent of a hug and a “there-there.” My covered eye watered like nobody’s business. Sometimes I missed him.
“I swear, Frankie, our relationship was like you and I were reading from two different sets of Ikea instructions.”
“And all we ended up with was a wobbly coffee table?”
Enthusiasm followed by mistakes ending in frustration. I guess I was ready for a decent coffee table. Frankie must have been too, because he had stopped trying to get back together.
People were lined up and hungry enough to not ask about my patch, though there were a couple of “Arghs,” and one smart aleck who said he wanted some crackers. Shiver me timbers, the morning flew by. I couldn’t wait to get out of there. I needed new eye drops and a new plan. And then, once again, the universe intervened. I swear to She Who Must Be Obeyed, I was starring in some celestial reality show for the amusement of the cosmos.
I ducked down behind the counter. If anyone is looking for a killer pair of Achilles tendons and would like to trade for, oh, say, a revved up metabolism, pouty lips, or even flexible hamstrings, go ahead and Craigslist me. I can squat with the best of them. Sad to say squatting appears to have become a lost art. I’m sure I would have been a hit around the campfire, back during prehistoric days. I lifted my forehead to sneak a peek before jerking my head back down. I am pretty sure if I was around in prehistoric times, I would have found a way to be jealous of Ooga’s bigger rock. Of Mooga’s cave wall art that you could tell was a bison, instead of mine, that would look like a scorch mark from a first-day-with-the-fire cooking accident. Of Throat-Clearing Name—whom all the men lusted after, and her lush, hair-covered body. I squeezed my knees together and rocked on my feet. I was good. I tried to channel Lauri and some yoga calming breaths.
What if Ooga’s mate died getting her that big rock? What if Mooga envied me my singing voice? (Trust me, she wouldn’t.) And what if Throat-Clearing Name yearned for my ability to see pictures in clouds? Frankie, of course, had to interrupt my exhale.
He looked out the window and immediately saw what was going on. He put two and two together and came up with one more reason to tease me. He started singing “I’ll Have a Blue Christmas Without You” in a deep voice. He kicked off his flip-flop and pinched me, with his toes. I flinched and my eyebrows gathered, almost meeting in the middle to convey my disgust.
“Get up, Ginger. One of your secret admirers? Huh. That’s what you’re going for these days? Doesn’t look like he surfs. He looks like he could sink, though, ha ha.”
“Shut it.”
“Ginger. Get up and take the man’s order.”
Frankie, “The Chef,” who rarely deigns to talk to the masses unless they’re pretty women, tossed out a head-jerking “Hey, bro.” I gripped the counter and slowly pulled myself up.
Joe Noel smiled at me. If by smile I mean didn’t growl or bare fangs or anything.
“Hi,” I said. “Welcome to Tood Fruck.”
“Say it,” I heard Frankie’s sotto voce threat.
         
“Good food with attitude.”
“Oh,” Joe Noel said. “I wondered about that.” He tilted his head toward the side of the truck next to the window that screamed “Tood Fruck” in bright graffiti spray paint.
“Told you,” I tossed over my shoulder at Frankie. He ignored me.
“What can I get you?” I was so embarrassed. I mean, I wouldn’t go out with anyone named Joe Noel, but he was cute, and I did want him to like me. And not see me working on this trucking stoopid fruck. I smiled bigger to show how proud I was of my job. My left cheek met the bottom of my eye patch and I reined it in a bit.
“What do you recommend?” Father Christmas asked me. I swear he was asking if I’d been a good girl this year. My face flamed, and I was nowhere near Frankie’s grill.
“What do you like?” Frankie laughed, waving his spatula like a king’s scepter.
“How’s the Makin’ Bacon?”
“Of course,” I heard Frankie say.
“It’s good,” I said, feeling the tips of my ears throb. I took his order and reached down to take his twenty dollar bill. Just like some holiday movie with a tinsel trademark slogan, I could hear an imaginary announcer’s voice, “Movies to Melt By,” as our fingers touched.
“Ow!” I pulled back as we gave each other an electric shock. Frankie gave an evil villain’s laugh as Joe Noel apologized.
“Oh, these Santa Ana winds,” I said. He went off to the side to wait for his order as I swear, Frankie took for-ev-er to grill that sandwich. At least he was competitive enough to make it the best bacon grilled cheese Mr. Noel ever had.
“Joe Noel,” I called out. “Order up.”
He had been texting and looked up with a quizzical look on his face. He came over and reached for his plate. “Thanks, Ginger.” And then came the pause. I knew it.
“Would you want to go out sometime?”
“Aw, that’s so sweet …” I hadn’t gotten far enough to formulate whatever excuse I was going to go with. I’m sure I would have come up with something, until I heard Frankie scoff. Literally, he said, “Scoff.”
“Sure!” I said, maybe even using two exclamation points. It wasn’t enough to bring out a full smile on Joe Noel’s face, but his eyes did seem to sparkle. I gave him my number and we agreed on dinner Friday night in Pacific Beach.
As he left, I turned my head and sneezed into my armpit.
“Cheesus, Ginger,” Frankie hollered at me.
“Dang Santa Ana’s,” I said with a sniff.
I hate Santa Ana winds and not just because they have the word “Santa” in their name, thought that doesn’t help. Santa Ana’s are those hot, stinking dry winds that blow in from the East, dang you, Arizona, and make the hackles go up on my neck. They wreak havoc, I tell you, creating electric shocks, allergy attacks, and other peoples’ bad moods (see electric shocks) to say nothing of increased wildfire danger. I guess it’s time for me to gather up my “wind angsts” and report to therapy, pronto.
         
So technically, it wasn’t my fault that I was crankier than usual all week. Frankie and I snapped at each other, and he terrorized me by poking me with electric shocks several times a day. I couldn’t believe it when Friday just showed up. Oh well, I would at least get a free meal out of my date and save more money. So while Frankie made fun of me, and Lauri begged me to take it seriously but “be cool,” however I was supposed to pull that off, I finally was able to ditch my eye patch.
($1,530.00 Allergy medicine.)
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Joe Noel

“Joe Noel. What kind of name is that anyway, says Ginger Krinkles.” I was not going to be myself. I was going to be confident, carefree, as if nothing mattered. For the record, nothing does.
Friday came with me jutting my jaw in and out, trying to pop my ears. My allergies were kicking it, big time. My throat was sore, as if I need permission to be super mean. Woe unto those who are around me when I have a scratchy throat. My nose was red and my eyes were itchy, or maybe it was the other way around. Either way, my ear canals were clogged chutes. My vision wasn’t as sharp, as if the pixels were just an infinitesimal notch apart from each other, softening the edges. I was not myself.
Armed with a self-fulfilling prophecy of doom, there was no way I would like this guy. “Hear that, universe? Ginger Krinkles is not interested in pursuing a relationship with Joe Noel.” That mission statement was incredibly freeing. I wasn’t nervous; I planned on practicing my social skills. Of course, it was all enhanced because I was hopped up on evil allergy medicine, the red devil pills, the behind-the-counter kind, which I know I should never, ever take. I would make a terrible (or awesome) meth addict, depending upon how you looked at it. Game face on, the little reds swallowed, I met Mr. Tannenbaum at Specific Beach, in Pacific Beach, a new seasonal restaurant.
Dang he was cute. I felt my hair curl. But for once in my many, many storied dating life, I was not nervous. Complete absence of butterflies. None. I didn’t even obsess on any hypothetical nose hair. Plus, I was starving, in a psycho weird way since the pills had dampened whatever appetite I had. I hadn’t eaten all day, and was on some kind of manic high, which I guess was the attraction of meth. I wasn’t dressed to impress, I was dressed to ingest. Black leggings are always chic, no?
I walked up behind him and put my hands over his eyes. “Mm mm mm, No-el,” I hummed. “Guess who!”
He pulled my hands off and looked up. No smile. Who cares?
“Hey, Joe. Sorry I’m late.” And I am never late. Damn those Midwestern being-on-time genes. It’s not a cancer of manners, it’s more of a sign of how boring the Midwest is. “If there is anything going on, let’s not only be on time, let’s show up super early to get the good seats.” It was really hard for me to sashay in five minutes late.
I flounced into my seat, channeling every popular girl from every chick flick movie I had ever seen. I loved not being anxious. You should try it.
“So whaddy’a know, Joe?” I asked. I was also reading the menu, so maybe I missed his smile. Gloomy Gus.
“No carbs or cheese for me,” I said.
He tilted his head.
“Tood Fruck? It’s all we serve. I had the Gorgonzola Godzilla yesterday. Yum.” I waited. “Do you ever smile?”
The waiter showed up and before Joe could say anything, or before hell froze over waiting for him to speak, I jumped right in. “My friend, Chatty Cathy, and I would like to try the house chianti.” I smiled at Joe. “You’ll love it.” I’m sure my grin made me look like some crazed emoticon. From Joe? Nada.
You know those serene, comfortable stretches of peaceful silence, where for once you could set aside any burden of expectation? This was the exact opposite. I ate and I drank and I did not shut up.
“Where are you from?”
“What do you do?”
“Were you teased as a child?”
“Are you ready for Christmas?”
“Amen.” I held up a cracker. “These gluten free wafers look like the body of Christ dredged through seasonings.” I crunched.
“What would you do with a million dollars?”
He stared at me. “Are you okay, Ginger?”
I shrugged my shoulders. “I swear if I ask you where you see yourself in five years, you’ve got the job.” I laughed. “Or you can just kick me.” He took another bite.
“Wow, dating is hard work. Excuse me.” I tossed my napkin on the table and took off for the lounge. There was a dark, wooden partition separating our table from the bar area and as I walked past it I bent my knees, lower, lower, lower, as if I were heading downstairs. The bartender laughed. Joe wasn’t even watching. I may have hogged more than my fair share of wine. I’m sure that’s a fine complement to sinus medication.
“Did you miss me?” I sat down. “Oh, good. Let’s get dessert. It’s got to be the chocolate cake!”
Joe cleared his throat. My man of few words is a Navy Seal. I interrupted whatever else he had been going to say, because what else mattered?
The cake came and I took a huge bite. I may have talked with my mouth full. “SoGood.” I plowed through the cake, and belatedly remembered my manners. I forked another huge piece. I leaned across the table and waved it in front of Joe’s mouth. “Open wide.” I wiggled the fork. “Did you just smile? Oh, I guess not.”
I put the fork down and shoved the plate away. Not only was I full, I was full of it. “I’m sorry, Joe. I’m a jerk. Please forgive me.” I smiled and heard a weird sound. I think it was a laugh.
“You have such an awesome smile,” I told him. “Where’s that been all night, buddy?”
He hid his mouth in his napkin.
“What’s going on here?” I smiled back.
He shook his head. He dropped his napkin and pointed at his mouth.
“Oh. Do you want a bite?” I reached for the cake. He coughed into his fist. If I didn’t know better, I would think he was shy. He must really like me.
This time, he leaned across the table. “You have … frosting in your teeth.” I clamped my hand over my mouth and reached for my purse. I shrugged my head way down into my shoulders and leaned over to get a good look in my compact mirror. I looked like a hillbilly. The frosting could have been sold to the American Dental Association to highlight tartar buildup. With dignity I straightened my shoulders. “So how about those Chargers?” I asked him, enunciating every word, with a wide-mouthed, chocolate-coated toothy grin as I waited for his answer.
He took my hand and squeezed. “I think their defense …”
Wow. Either I was really drunk or Christmas Carol over there had some mega charm going on.
He paid the bill while I took a final swill so I could swish the chocolate off my teeth. That big strong thick hand of his that went with those thighs pulled me out of my chair. “I’ll drive you home.”
My house was only about ten minutes away, and I was still almost vibrating from the cold medicine’s last hurrah. I hung my head, already knowing the answer. “Do you want to come in?”
Joe rested his hands on the steering wheel. He drove a black Audi in case you were wondering. He blew out a breath. “Why in the world would you ask me in?”
“I’m sorry. I’ve had terrible allergies all week and I didn’t want to cancel our date so I took some pills; you know, the good stuff,” I added. “I cleaned my apartment, groomed ev-er-y-thing, didn’t eat all day, and,” I tried to catch his eye, “had some delightful dinner repartee.”
“Please don’t ever take those drugs again.” He unhooked his seatbelt and gathered me up in a teddy bear hug that squeezed the air out of me.
His just-right-scruffy whiskers, just like in my coffee shop fantasy on those soft white cotton sacks of coffee beans, hit that sweet spot just under my ear. He nuzzled my neck and his hands grabbed my hair and cradled my head as if I were the toy on Christmas morning that he never thought Santa would bring.
This Renaissance man, who I just knew could build a fire because the pile of sticks would be scared of him if they didn’t ignite, walked me to my door.
Blame it on my shoddy metabolism, my guilty conscience or the upstanding goodness of the man beside me, but I didn’t want this to be a one night stand. “Slow down, you move too fast.” I hummed under my breath. “You’ve got to make this moment last.” I was feeling groovy. We stepped inside and my floor creaked. Cue Ming. She skidded to a halt as if she was shocked to see me with a gentleman. I reached down to pet her and tweak her ear, but as I whispered “Behave,” she bolted.
I went to give Joe a California-cool hug goodbye. That hug became an impromptu invitation from my loud-mouthed hormones wanting to get the party started. His oh-so-polite testosterone RSVP’d! Lest we come off sounding like some Young Adult novel where an angst-filled good-girl-meets-tattooed-bad-boy rocker, I was the bad boy in the scenario.
I pushed him onto the couch and straddled him and those gorgeous thighs. I didn’t need to see or hear anything more. He seemed to think that was the way to go, too. I pulled my own shirt off, and congratulated myself for manning up and wearing my pokey, too-tight one good lacy bra. He noticed. He pulled his own shirt up and over his head.
I stared.
He paused. “What?”
I Vanna-Whited my hand in front of him. “Look at you.” I sucked in my stomach as far as it could go, which, while it did push up my boobs, was no match for the Christmas present in front of me. He tilted his head and reached for me. Just in time, my poor stomach couldn’t have taken much more.
His hands grabbed my hips and I arched my back so I could cradle his face. I pulled away from his kiss. His pupils were dilated and I felt like they must have matched mine; giant black holes trying to swallow each other. What we didn’t know about each other was no match for what we thought we knew. We kissed with a little more rhyme, a little less reason. It sounded like we were eating carrots.
We paused to take a breath and hugged each other. His arms mirrored my hold around his back. I didn’t need no stinking meditation app to remind me to inhale and exhale gratitude to the universe. Joe Noel pushed my phone to the floor.
         
My go-for-it neurotransmitters held hands with my hormones, “Red Rover, Red Rover, let Joe come over.” I couldn’t tell where my emotions ended and feelings began. We moved into my bedroom. He flipped me onto my back. I helped him slide off my leggings. I wouldn’t let him take my underwear off, yet, that was the best part. Besides, they matched my bra and I wanted credit.
He smelled so good, especially right behind his ear. I tucked my hands around his neck and then squeezed his shoulders. His hands were rough. I grabbed his biceps. Then his chest. Then he pulled me too close.
I’m ticklish, in a good way. My heart fluttered, swirling all my thoughts down, lower, lower than that, and he shifted his thigh between my legs. His head hovered above mine as he seemed to breathe me in. He wasn’t smiling; it was an even better look.
His whispered voice in my ear, “Ginger,” did it. The way he said my name, nuanced with exactly what I didn’t know I had been looking for, seduced the butterflies deep inside my belly which lay right down and spread their microscopic legs. I felt that hollowed out swooshing in my ears that always happens right before I …
And scene. I didn’t know which came first, me or love.
Joe Noel kissed a random drop of water that valiantly hung onto the outer corner of my eyelid. He sweetly cradled me, making sure I was comfortable beside him. If I didn’t know any better (but dang it, I do), I’d think I’d be comfortable anywhere near him. He covered me like one of my grandmother’s old quilts, which were as heavy as sandbags and kept me warm all night with a promise of sweet dreams.
And then I opened my big, fat mouth.
“I have to tell you something, Joe Noel.”
He pulled away. “What?” He angled his head, and rubbed a few strands of my hair between his fingers.
It gave me strength. I was going to do this right. The chemicals had seeped out of my body leaving behind a warm fuzziness, or maybe that was Joe Noel.
“I’m sorry, Joe. Joe Noel. I own you an apology and explanation. I’m not who you think I am.”
“Who are you, then?”
I laughed. “Good question. I’m still working on that one. But, when we met in the coffee shop? I really, really don’t do well this time of the year. Understatement. And then when I saw your name, it was like the universe was messing with me. So I tried to put an X on you, but I guess the universe is stronger than that.”
“What’s wrong with my name?”
I sat up. I put my hand on my chest. “My name is Ginger Krinkles. And I hate Christmas,” I intoned in a twelve-step intro. “And you are Joe Noel. What are you, anyway? Noel? Is that French?”
I looked at him. “I have never in my life met a man who looked better frowning than you do, Joe Noel.”
“What are you talking about? I’ve wondered why you called me that a few times. My last name is Steward. Why do you think it’s Joe Noel?”
I started giggling. “Oh, my gosh. You’re kidding. Your coffee cup. They wrote ‘Joe Noel’ on it, and even drew holly leaves and berries on it.”
He sat up.
“You’re too far, come back.” I pulled him toward me. “Keep me warm.”
“The coffee shop. She thought my name was Joel,” he said. “And I told her it was Joe, no L.”
         
“Ohhhh, that’s great!” I laughed and started kissing his cheeks. I stopped to say, “That is just perfect!” I kissed him some more, and thought maybe this could become one of our stories that we would tell our kids. I loved it. How funny.
Except he wasn’t kissing me back. Even his thighs seemed to have frozen as he shifted away.
“What? What is it?”
“You didn’t want to know me because you thought my name was Joe Noel?”
“When you put it like that it does sound kind of …” I hesitated.
“Ridiculous?”
“Oh, come on. You don’t know what it was like to grow up with my name. I’m just super sensitive about the holidays, and Yuletide gimmicks, and starry-eyed sugarplums dancing in heads.”
“I don’t think sensitivity has anything to do with it.” He swung his feet to the floor.
“What are you doing? Don’t go. I am so sorry. It was just a misunderstanding.”
“Ginger. You are gorgeous. And fun. And funny. But you are right, you aren’t who I thought you were.”
He thought I was gorgeous. “I’m almost who you thought I was.” I didn’t even tell him about the elf part. “Don’t go. Please?” I had no shame. “Let’s start over.”
“I’m sorry. Thank you for going out to dinner with me. It was nice meeting you. I hope you find your perfect world, where people in good moods with lofty expectations don’t crush your soul.” He stood up and headed out my bedroom door. I couldn’t believe that ass was walking away from me. I mean that literally. He had the most amazing walk-away I’ve ever seen. He put his hands on either side of my door frame and looked over his shoulder. “Did you ever think that maybe all these traditions and twinkly lights and celebrations help people realize we are all in this together? Maybe those corny rituals are something to smile about, not backpedal away from so fast you miss the genuine spirit of being connected. That’s a powerful privilege.”
“Yes, I know. I want that.”
“You have a funny way of showing it.”
($1,520.00 New lipstick for the big date.)
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If Wishes were Horses, Beggars would Ride

(Busha, circa 1999-slash-times she said that)
Lauri said it with me, “Joe, no L.” We laughed. “So what is his last name?”
“Steward. He’s a Navy Seal.”
We both just thought about that for a moment.
“He asked you out while you were wearing an eye patch.”
“And working in a food truck,” I reminded her.
“And you took diablo cold pills and acted weird on a date? That’s so unlike you.”
“I know. You’re right. I am my own worst enemy. And now I can’t stop thinking about him.”
“He hasn’t called.”
I just looked at her.
“Sorry,” she said.
I handed her a folder. “Here. I did your marketing outline for Yogasm.”
“Please come,” she thanked me.
“I always do.” I said it, but the words fell flat. I followed Lauri back into her studio.
“All is lost. I let Joe Noel go. I ruined it. I thought it would be easier. Before you start,” I held up my hand, “I don’t need any sappy messages. I worked so hard to change, when underneath I’m just like my mean ol’ grandmother. This isn’t what I planned. It’s nothing that I wanted.”
“Good,” Lauri told me softly. “Then you’re doing it right. Don’t abuse hope with expectations and have a selfish attachment to outcomes. The wishes you get are always better than the wishes you want.”
I rolled my eyes so hard I tweaked my retina. It didn’t matter what Lauri said, the universe was compelling me to move back to Ohio. With my parents. And snow.
“How was class? How did Ava do?” she asked me.
I’m kind of like her secret shopper, checking out new yoga teachers.
I smiled. “Well, there was this one girl she kept calling out. ‘Straighten your back leg, Jeanine. Shoulders up, Jeanine.’ She was relentless. I kept thinking good grief, Jeanine, get it together. I mean seriously, this Jeanine was even holding her elbows wrong. I really felt sorry for the teacher. I could tell she was getting frustrated. Jeanine was starting to piss me off.”
“I don’t know who Jeanine is.” Lauri frowned.
“I know, me neither.” I said. “I finally had to check this chick out. Guess what?”
Lauri smiled, waiting.
“I’m Jeanine! Your teacher got my name wrong, and was on my back the whole class.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.” Lauri laughed. “I’ll have a talk with her.”
“Be nice. She’s a good teacher and I don’t mind corrections, but dang, stand down on the name calling.”
“Nobody is perfect,” Lauri said. “It was a good lesson for you. Now come on. Tell me more about this guy and why it will never work.”
“So? That’s it. Nothing? No earth-shattering yogasms to tell me how to live my life?
Lauri folded her hands at her heart.
I sighed. “Quit mocking me.”
Lauri laughed. “You know how to live your life. What you are looking for is looking for you. Let yourself be pulled to what you love.”
“Didn’t you Instagram that last week?”
She nodded and hooked her arm through mine and walked me to my car. “Cheer up, Jeanine. I wish I could help you. You help me so much. And look at how much you’re helping Frankie. I don’t want you to leave. You are my best friend. I want the world for you.”
         
I cleared my throat. “Please don’t kiss me.” I squeezed her elbow that was tucked in mine a fraction closer. “My biggest regret is Joe-not-Noel. But I blew it. It started when I was so freaked out about his name.” I held up my hand. “Guilty. Don’t go there. It was stupid. I know that.”
We walked on. “And then I blew the date. I wasn’t myself on those crazy red sinus pills. But, actually, it did help me chill out. And, wow. What a guy.” I shivered, remembering how sweet he had been. “That’s what a girl like me gets. Regrets.”
“You act like you don’t deserve him. Just some bumps on the road. I think he likes you.”
I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I’m leaving after the holidays. I just wish …” I couldn’t finish my sentence.
Lauri didn’t say anything. Not one peep.
I couldn’t help myself. “Not even an ‘I’m going to miss you?’”
“If you embrace confusion and sadness, it will lead you to a better path to find your bliss.”
“In case you haven’t noticed, I’m about as sad and confused as they come.” Sometimes it’s really hard to have an enlightened one as a best friend.
“I’ll see you later. I have to meet Frankie and his truck in Coronado. I told him I would help him with some ads and we’re going to shoot on the beach.” I waved at her.
Frankie brought the girls in bikinis, I brought my iPhone. A friend of mine was working on a Tood Fruck app to let patrons know where the truck was going to be. We only had about ten users, including me, Lauri, and Frankie, but it gave me other stuff to focus on besides Joe-not-Noel. “You better appreciate this,” I told Frankie.
He showed his appreciation by keeping me super busy, serving up his cheesy fare day after day. I was starting to get the hang of Tood Fruck, and making a little money, as in enough to buy my ticket back to Ohio. In the category “love makes you stupid,” subsection, “unrequited love makes you stupider,” the mad crush on my holiday hero, Joe-not-Noel, left me positively oozing with goodwill toward my fellow man. I was even humming along to the carols tolling in the mall plaza. I realized maybe I wasn’t like my Busha, and it made me feel downright elf-like. I smiled at people and they smiled back. I told the dingbat trying to place an order to “take her time,” even though there were ten people pressed up behind her, and after all, it’s really only grilled cheese, what was there to think about?
My new found attitude lasted until I got to my car in the parking lot. And it wouldn’t start. It had been making funny noises for a while, and had been hard to get going. My dad warned me I was thirty-thousand miles over needing a tune-up, but what did he know? Apparently, a lot.
I ran back to the truck, just as Frankie was starting to pull away. He stopped and let me in. I buckled myself in the front seat and explained to him about my car. Let me slow-mo what happened next.
Frankie, in that big doofus way of trying to comfort me, leaned over and bumped foreheads with me, and put his hands up to cradle my head. While that may have looked like some romantic gesture from the outside, I was in the middle of a panic attack about my car, and yelled at him. “Get your hands off me.” I waved my hands in front of my nose. “And for the record, Kim Jong-Un called and wants his garlic back.” I jerked my head away and I smirked at Frankie. It wasn’t a smile, honest. When I glanced up, I saw Joe Noel right by the truck. He had started to raise his hand in a wave, but then turned and walked away.
Frankie gunned the engine as I tried to open the passenger door. That doesn’t work from the inside. “Let me out, you goon.” I banged on the window and tried to roll it down. “Stop. Frankie. Stop this truck. I need to get out.” Joe disappeared into the crowd. Frankie made a U-ey and drove away and told me to let it go. “I will never forgive you for this,” I said as Frankie picked up speed.
I punched Frankie on the arm. “He came back to see me, and I blew it.”
“Hey. Cut it out. Dude’s not right for you anyway.”
“It was bad enough he thought I was such a jerk on our date, now he thinks I’m romantically involved with you? This is just perfect. What next?”
($1,220.00 Car repairs. Don’t ask.)
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Cat Got Your Tongue?

Never ask the universe, “What’s next?” It opens a portal or something. Frankie dropped me off and I ran inside. As my foot hit the creaky floorboard, I waited for the pounce. I wasn’t in the mood. I stopped and looked around. No Ming. I tossed my purse on the couch and headed into the kitchen. I better feed her royal hiney. I put her can of cat food on the counter, a noise which always brought her running. I opened the can and waited for to sashay on in.
“Ming?” I walked back to my bedroom. She was on my bed, curled up in my favorite sweater, of course. “There you are. Aren’t you hungry? You didn’t come and scratch my ankles or try to trip me. You’re slipping.”
Ming didn’t move.
“Raor, rrreeow.” I made cat noises at her. Which usually bugged the snot out of her.
“Cat got your tongue?” I goaded. I walked over and rubbed her fur the wrong way, up over her head, between her ears. Her cue to latch onto my forearms and scratch me. “What did you do all day? Why are you so tired?”
I dropped to my knees. “Ming? Ming?” For once, I petted her the right way. Gently, starting with her nose, up between her eyes. My hand slid down the rest of her body, waiting for her rarely given purr.
I lifted her soft paw, and rubbed my finger on the velvety pads, something she had never let me do. I squeezed it, forcing her sharp claws out. I set it back down. I wrapped my arms around her, snug in her little nest, and buried my face in her silky fur.
I cried more for Ming than I ever had for my grandmother. Which made me cry harder.
I wrapped the sleeves of my sweater around her still body. I slumped on the floor next to the bed. And texted Joe.
He showed up thirty minutes later, Navy Seal style. He picked Ming up and ushered us both out the door to his car. We drove to the after-hours vet to have them take care of Ming’s body, and he paid the bill on his credit card. I opened my mouth to protest and he held up his hand.
We drove home in silence. Which for me, was a novelty. I should try not talking more. He walked me up to the door and I invited him in. As I hit the third step, the creak, I paused as if waiting for Ming and started crying all over again. I happen to know that while crying does make my eyes look greener, the contortion that goes along with it is a deal breaker.
Joe hugged me, and was comfort and joy. I told him all about Ming, from the hairball to how I thought maybe she was supposed to find me a guy, like a veterinarian or a firefighter. “There’s more to my inheritance, too.” I went and got the bottle of molasses that I had almost gotten rid of. I don’t keep a pair of socks with a bad memory, I threw out the ones I had been wearing when I got fired, thinking that cruddy molecules of bad mojo could be sticking to them, but I kept the molasses. I rolled off the rubber band, and got a few more teary-eyed blurs at the yellowed piece of paper with my grandmother’s handwriting on it.
“It’s in Polish, though. I don’t know what it says.”
“Let me see.”
“You speak Polish?”
“Yes.”
“Who speaks Polish? What else do you speak?”
“Italian, French, a little Mandarin.”
“Oly-Hay Ow-Cay.”
He uncurled the yellowed paper.
“Przesilenie Zimowe,” he said. “Which means Winter Solstice.” He paused and then read:
         
 

The elf part of your very self,
Is a soul filled with every wealth.
Of wisdom, of woe,
Laughter to polish your glow.
 

A female elf, it has been foretold,
Has the power of the very bold.
The youngest child of the youngest child is the bravest of them all,
She strives and dares, fails and cares, and captures to enthrall.
 

Meet well the Longest Night,
Gather ingredients to greet the light.
For on the morrow,
Joy fills the vacuum of sorrow.
 

“Wow.”
“That’s a really sweet message your grandmother gave you.”
“Well, aren’t I quite the catch? A dead cat, a poem, and a bottle of molasses. Unfortunately, according to my bank statement I’m not a thousandaire any more. “
“Do you have any idea what her poem means?”
I shook my head and gently rubbed my fingers over the tops of my ears. I pinched the skin up and over the cartilage. Which kind of felt pointy. “No idea.” I looked at him. “Thanks for translating this for me. And thanks for helping with Ming.”
He patted my shoulder and told me goodbye. No “I’ll call you, let’s get together, you’re really good at sex.” You couldn’t swing a dead cat and not hit upon one of my flaws. I wouldn’t ask me out.
($620.00 One-way plane ticket to Ohio.)
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Ginger Krinkles

There it was. December. The winter of my discontent. I had purchased a one-way ticket back to Ohio. According to my meditation app, it was time for me to let go of expectations. Really?
         
All was lost. No Joe, no money, no goodwill. I thought it would be easier to change and grow up, and in doing so, that would get me what I wanted. That’s kind of the definition of not growing up. I had a pity party in which my curiously ever-pointy ears filled me with dread. I recited my grandmother’s poem, looking for a clue. I may be the youngest child of the youngest child, but I knew it was time to really grow up.
Time was passing as slowly as molasses in January. When I was a kid, I always used to say that to Mike and Melissa, surprised I never got punished as I was always saying mole asses. Maybe that’s why I never liked Ginger Krinkles cookies.
I had enough ingredients to make some more cookies. I called my mom for a new recipe. She heard the tears in my wobbly voice. “I checked on flights, Mom. I am going to come home the first week of January, my landlord said I could wait until after the holidays, okay?”
She paused. “If you’re sure, Ginger. You’re always welcome here.”
“Gee, thanks for that rousing vote of confidence.”
“We just want you to be happy.”
I laughed at that. “Do you think I’m like Busha?”
“What? No. Why would you ever think that?”
“She was so angry. All the time. And Mike and Melissa always told me I was just like her. They were so mean to me and always trying to scare me. Busha was never really that nasty to me, she mostly ignored me, so I thought I must be like her. And why did she leave me,” I paused, “Ming?” I sniffed. “She also gave me that bottle of molasses, with a poem in her handwriting. It’s about being an elf, and the youngest child of the youngest child. Isn’t Dad the youngest in his family?”
“What are you getting at Ginger?”
“Remember, she told me I was an elf? Our last name is Krinkles. Why did you name me Ginger? What were you thinking?”
“Oh, Ginger,” my mom said. “You were a holiday baby, you know that. Our last name is, for better or worse, tied up with the season. And as for ‘Ginger,’ your grandmother actually suggested it.” My mom paused as if remembering. “I was trying to get along with her at the time. She was incredibly difficult, and seemed to think her role as mother-in-law gave her legal recourse, like a sheriff or something, to clean up the streets of delinquent parents and sassy children.” She gave a little laugh. “She had a hard life. Can you imagine living in Poland as a single mother and emigrating to the US with your little baby? That was almost seventy years ago. Your dad was only three when they came here. I do feel guilty for not trying harder to get to know her,” my mom said. Her temporary weakness didn’t last long.
“No matter,” my mom continued. “We all make our own choices. Besides, we love your name, and it suits you. It’s a little spicy, a little sexy.”
“Don’t ever say that again. Geez, Mom.” I rubbed my arms.
“Oh, stop. You are a good, funny girl.” I tried not to smile on my end of the phone. My family can charitably be called Grinch-like in the compliments’ department. Wait for it. She continued. “Who happens to think sarcasm is a way of life, like Buddhism. Your sister Melissa calls you snarky.”
“It’s just as big a sin to laugh,” I told her. “I work hard to make Melissa like me.”
“She’s your sister. She has to like you.”
Not the answer I was looking for, but again, have you met my family?
“And you don’t really think you are an elf, do you?”
“Why would Busha say that?”
“Ginger, she wasn’t in her right mind. Maybe she wanted to believe it. She did love Christmas.”
“And she held my hand and said ‘Good’.”
“What are you talking about? She was in a lot of pain. She kind of groaned and said ‘God’.”
I did use to work in PR, didn’t I? I was silent.
“She did love you in her way. She gave you her cat and her special molasses.”
“Ah, yes. My inheritance.”
“Let me give you her Ginger Krinkles cookie recipe. Make them or not,” my mom said.
I’ve been trying to avoid those cookies my whole life. I never liked them when I was little, and don’t even remember tasting them. But this year, I would honor my grandmother and make her life, or the end of it, mean something good. I would use her last gift, the molasses, and put some heart and hope into making my cookies. That may sound good on paper, and I truly meant it to be that way, but the sad truth was, I had no money for anything else.
($610.00 More parchment paper and holiday tins.)
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Easy Bake Oven

Again with the holiday music. I put on my apron and a better attitude. I had enough ingredients for a double batch that I could dole out to Lauri, Frankie, Violet, my sister Melissa, Olive, and if I ever got a chance, I’d love to give a gift to Joe.
If that wasn’t celebrating the spirit of the season, I don’t know what was. The directions and measuring, beaters ready to go, filled me with a buzzy kind of purpose. That felt a little bit like hope. I mixed and stirred and felt cozy in a hot-chocolate-sipping glow of letting go.
I set up the ingredients. The aroma of cinnamon and ginger swirled around me. The molasses was a thick, viscous crude oil-like addition that I guessed smelled okay. I wasn’t going to get all sappy and mix in that super special ingredient of love. I lowered my expectations and settled for just trying to be thoughtful. “Here’s to you, Busha, for whatever reason you gave this to me, thank you.” As I sniffed the molasses, I had a flashback. I remembered my grandmother baking these cookies. And I remember reaching to taste the dough and she had smacked my hand away.
“Ginger,” she told me, “These cookies are like life. The dough is bitter and not very sweet, but when you combine the exact right ingredients, and bake them at the right temperature, when the time is right, you have a delicious cookie. Not too sweet, not too rich, not too fancy, but just right. Like your life is supposed to be. Spicy and good. Can you say thank you?”
“I didn’t get a cookie yet,” I told her, not understanding. And when those crackled, brown things came out of the oven, they looked nothing like what the five-year-old me was holding out hope for. I only had eyes for frosted cookies.
My brother and sister had been too busy laughing at her, and I went along with them. She had been a pretty ferocious woman, but none of us ever wondered about her, or what her dreams had been. Surely she had been young and in love with our grandfather. They had to have shared romance. I ached that we never asked about her childhood, or what story she wanted to leave behind. I’m pretty sure spoiled, ungrateful grandkids, a son who tolerated her and wife who did not, was not what she had imagined.
I remember after she had baked her cookies, I reached for a still-cooling cookie, and again she had slapped my hand. I remember the pout of my lip and the quiver between my eyebrows, and her giving a chuckle. “Patience, little one. Too hot.” She had placed the back of her hand against my cheek, quickly, but I remember the feel of her cold fingers, for a split second pressed into the softness of my face and a look in her eyes I couldn’t identify. I had been too scared to cry, and right then my mom came, the memory dissolved, and I never tasted those cookies.
Since I spent my last tip money on holiday tins, I cut snowflake doilies out of the parchment paper, and doled out the spicy brown crunchy cookies. I ate one to test it. It was delicious. Not too sweet; maybe my palate had finally matured. I appreciated the warm, spicy cinnamon and molasses blend as the ginger cookie crumbled. “Thank you, Busha.”
I took my first shiny tin of cookies to Lauri, who took a bite to prove how much she loved my present. She closed her eyes and chewed, and when she opened them, they sparkled like that little kid tasting ice cream for the first time, grabbing onto one second of awesome from the universe.
I took cookies to Frankie who gave me a bear hug. He ate three before he could tell me they were delicious. “I never knew you could bake. You never baked before. Where have these cookies been all my life?”
I dropped off a tin to V. Hickle at my old job. Vroom vroom. She wasn’t there so I just parked them on her desk. I was done.
I returned Olive’s rolling pin along with her tin.
Melissa drove down after work to see me, and really made such a fuss over me baking cookies that it became insulting. We talked about our mom, and then Busha and she laughed at me when I told her I was worried I was like our grandmother. She laughed harder when I told her sometimes I think I am an elf.
“Come on, Ginger. You don’t really believe that?”
She stopped laughing when she had a cookie. “Wow. Not bad. Not that this is saying much, but this is probably the best present you’ve ever given me.”
“Thanks.”
“Seriously. You are dumb as a duvet cover when it comes to gift-giving.”
“Putting your bedding issues aside, didn’t you once give your husband a gift certificate for waxing?” I held up my hand. “Before you go all big sister on me, can we stop the dish-it-out-but-can’t-take-it routine?”
“Fine.” She pushed her hair behind her ears. “You know, Ginger, maybe Busha did sacrifice her happiness for Dad, and for us. She let it make her bitter, and that’s sad. That’s probably the one thing our whole family can agree on.” Melissa ate another cookie. “We bonded over how mean she was.”
She licked a crumb off her lip. “Maybe you are an elf.” Then she laughed some more and voluntarily knocked her shoulder against my arm. Our version of hugging.
“How can I laugh when I’m so sad?”
“It takes way more muscles to frown.”
“Seriously, Miss Know It All? Do you ever stop?”
“You don’t know me at all. I’m Facebook friends with the Dalai Lama. You effed up.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Quit torturing yourself. You’re not a bad person. We all make mistakes.”
“Even you?” I mocked her.
“I’m smart enough to know when I goof up, and learn from it.” She leaned in and pinched my ear. “You need a pinch of forgiveness.”
I jerked my head back. “Stop it.”
“Busha always used to pinch your ears.”
“I know.”
“I always wanted her to do that to me.”
“Really?” Melissa moved off the couch away from me to a side chair.
“Ginger. Grow up. Nobody has the fantasy family you think everyone else has. Especially during the holidays. Like Busha always said, ‘You’ll get nothing and you’ll like it.’”
I laughed. “She was pretty fierce. Do you remember going to her house?”
Melissa nodded. “Duh.”
“I remember sitting in the bathroom, swinging my foot over her tile. There was this spot on the floor that looked like the outline of Santa.”
“Oh, brother. Spare me. If you didn’t take anything in there with you to read, I guess you had to entertain yourself somehow.” She had another cookie. “This from the woman who seeks guidance from cloud shapes, dot, dot, dot. Color me surprised.” She waved her fingers at me.
“Well, I showed the tile to Busha once and she told me there was no such thing as Santa Claus.”
“And you freaked out.”
“I was a little kid. Why would she do that?”
“Did you not know Busha?” Melissa smirked. “God rest her soul.”
“God rest her soul.” I hesitated. “I guess I forgot all about it. But now I remember when I showed her the tile, she looked at me, really scary.” I used an accented voice. “Everyone is magic, but most of us never see how our spells work out.” I stopped the accent. “She said something about elves being wish gatherers.” I tried so hard to remember. “No Santa, but she was all about the elves. Something about them having limited powers, and that they bring joy. And Melissa, she told me elves had a duty to use their magic all year ‘round. Then she pinched my ears again.”
“You do have cute ears,” Melissa said.
“What about that poem? About me being an elf?”
Melissa tapped her finger on her lip, not taking me seriously at all. “Are you sure she didn’t say elephant?”
I leaned back and put the lid on her cookies. “You are getting sickeningly sweet, you’ve had enough. I’m cutting you off.”
She blew a raspberry at me.
“What a good big sister.”
Melissa brushed off her hands and stood up. “I’m sorry about not being closer.”
“I don’t have to hug you do I?” I stood up.
To my surprise, she leaned over and hugged me.
I had one final tin of cookies. For Joe. I didn’t know if I would see him again, and if not, they were in his honor anyway. I made a little gift card that read, To: Joe Noel from The Elf on The Shelf. Happy Holidays! I debated for two hours on the final, restrained one little X and O, Ginger.
($599.00 Sushi)
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So This is Christmas

’Twas the eve before Christmas Eve day, I headed to my last shift ever with Frankie and that stupid Tood Fruck. Which I realized I had become kind of fond of. I scrunched my eyes and blinked and refused to cry.
“Hustle up, Ginger Krinkles,” I heard Frankie yell. There was a huge crowd around his truck. Oh my gosh. Was he throwing me a going away party? I cannot deal. My throat spasmed.
“Hurry up.”
I climbed in and started to protest. “Frankie, please, don’t.”
He threw my apron at me. “Shut up. Order up. Look at that crowd. They’re hungry. It’s going to be a long one.”
“Oh, I thought …” I stopped.
“What? You thought these people came to see you?” He laughed. “Ah, in a way. My commercial is a hit, and my app is blowing up.”
“Tood Fruck,” I called out. “Good food with attitude.” The people waiting in line actually cheered. My eyes were shiny but I blinked and got to work.
The crowd was fun, festive, and apparently famished. Maybe because it was for the last time, the hours flew by.
“We’ll be back again someday,” Frankie jokingly sang. “Good job, Ginger. You’re going to miss me, aren’t you?” I couldn’t answer and just turned and fled.
I walked into my house, squeaked on the third step in and went and put on some tooth-whitening strips. Thank you, meditation app. A bright smile is the universal language of love. I tongued the sticky films in place and heard a knock on my door. I opened it a crack. “What are you doing here?”
         
“Why are you talking so funny?” Frankie said.
“Shut up. What do you want?”
“I want you to come outside.”
“No. Leave me alone.” I tried to push him back but he caught my wrist.
“Ginger.”
“Frankie.”
He pulled me outside. “Thtop.”
Frankie’s truck was parked out front.
Olive joined us in the front yard, carrying a plate of her famous “Oh, Fudge.” I did a double-take, because the older firefighter with the twinkly eyes, Robert, who rescued me from the tree was beside her, manhandling folding chairs. He placed them around a table already set up. I recognized one of Olive’s embroidered tablecloths that made me want to wear my apron.
Out of nowhere, V. Hickle appeared. I waved, but couldn’t figure out what she was doing here. She sat down next to Olive and I took the chair next to her. Frankie stood behind me.
“Move it,” he said and dumped me out of my chair.
I scooted over as Frankie sat next to Violet and put his arm around her shoulder.
“You’re dating?”
Frankie pushed my chin up to close my mouth and whispered in my ear, “Zero to sixty in four seconds, babe.”
Lauri and Melissa walked up to join us. I was seriously going to cry. My eyes were prickling and the lump in my throat strangled my greeting. “Hey.” I stood up to hug them both, while trying to hide my mouth.
“I can’t thank you all enough for throwing me thith going-away party. I wath beginning to think no one cared.”
“It’s not, and we don’t,” Frankie said.
Melissa was staring at me and waved her hand in front of my face. “And what’s going on? What are you doing?”
I turned my head to surreptitiously peel the whitening film off of my teeth. I don’t know if it was because they were an off-brand, but the foamy strips weren’t budging. I finally found an end of the top one and managed to insert my entire hand in my mouth to yank it off. Everyone made their own special, personal sound of disgust.
“And that, ladies and gentleman, may be why my sister is still single.”
“Oh, sit down Ginger. It’s not a going away party,” Lauri said.
“Eat, drink and be merry,” Frankie said. He scooted a plate of cheesy-stuffed mushrooms toward me as I reached for a piece (or three, I knew who my competition was at that table) of Olive’s fudge. Melissa was already sitting there rubbing her stomach in anticipation.
Frankie uncorked a bottle of champagne as Olive passed out her crystal glasses. “You’re celebrating that I’m moving away, though?” I said. “Thanks.”
“Wrong again.” Frankie filled his glass last and held it high. “I’ll go first. To me! I’m getting a second truck.”
We all ching-chinged our glasses and congratulated him. “Ginger, you are a terrible food service person, but apparently, not so bad on the promotion side of things.” He held out his glass to me.
Lauri piped up. “And I’m in talks with Guru International to expand Yogasm. And I owe it all to you, my friend.” While everyone toasted, Lauri came and hugged me.
“I am so proud of you,” I told her. She squeezed me back.
“I’m going to miss you so much.” I had to squint my eyes. She just smiled at me.
“Let me at her,” said my sister. “And I had to show up in person, to let you be the first to know: you’re going to be an aunt.”
The tears were just leaking out of the sides of my eyes. I was laughing and happy but sadder than I had ever been in my life. “I don’t want to leave you all.”
“Can the waterworks,” Frankie said, passing me a handkerchief from Olive.
“I don’t need it back,” said Olive. Everyone laughed.
“Why are you holding his hand?” I said to Olive and her new firefighter beau, trying to deflect attention as I sopped up my face.
V. Hickle jumped in. “In case you haven’t noticed, no one has bothered to say goodbye to you, because we don’t want you to go anywhere.”
“People in hell want ice water.”
Melissa laughed. “You sound just like Mom.”
Violet shook her head. What is with that eyebrow of hers? “First of all, thank you for helping me out on the charity for Children’s Hospital. Your campaign helped them break a record.” She smiled at me. Maybe her eyebrow was always swooped up like that. Maybe she’s not trying to be superior.
“That’s great. I can’t tell you how that makes me feel.”
She nodded. She knew. Frankie was gazing at her adoringly. Mind blown.
She continued. “You have quite a fan club here,” she said, looking around the table. “We’re not going to let you go that easily. Haven’t you ever thought about opening your own business? We all need you. And we’re all ready to hire you. I want to put you on a monthly retainer as a consultant.”
“And Frankie and I need PR now, more than ever,” Lauri said. “And we only want you. Say you’ll stay?”
My hands were folded in prayer at my heart, which was beating a million miles an hour. “Namaste,” I told them. The wish I hadn’t even dared to name was the one that could make my dream come true—I could stay. We clanged glasses and talked into the night, and toasted every good thing we could think of.
“I never did rent out your apartment, Ginger. I knew things would work out,” Olive said.
“To Ginger Krinkles,” yelled Lauri. “The best cookies I ever had. I think they were magic.” More cheers, more toasts.
“What are you going to call your new company, anyway?” Frankie asked. “PRostitute? with the P and R both capitalized? PRomiscuous?”
“PRosper,” I said. Maybe I had been thinking about it. My friends clapped.
Frankie actually let V. Hickle drive his Tood Fruck, Fireman Robert looked snuggled in for a long winter’s nap, and Melissa was going to take Lauri home. I hugged them all, so tight.
“It’s a Christmas miracle,” Melissa said, hugging me back.
“I knew we couldn’t get through this without someone saying that.”
It was cold and dark by the time I went inside my apartment, that was still mine. God bless Olive. I stood on the squeaky spot and just teetered back and forth.
I turned on the twinkle lights and saw Joe’s tin of cookies. I thought about eating them, but I was too full from the day’s news and drinks.
I looked around at all the taped up boxes that I could start unpacking. There was a knock at my door. I looked through the peephole. It was Joe. Not Noel. Wearing a Santa cap.
“Open up, I know you’re in there. Have you been naughty or nice?”
I hugged myself and leaned against the door. “I’ve been a very good girl,” I said from my side of the door.
“I have a lump of coal for you.”
“No thanks. I’m a good little elf. I do have something for you, though.”
I opened the door. He looked so good. Olive thought he looked like a husky Adam Levine. But he was solid and real, not some imaginary wish from elf dreams.
“Come in. I am so glad you came by. I made you some cookies.” He had a package in his hands, which was beautifully wrapped in swirly silvery foil paper with a glittery gold bow. I can’t even tell you how much the old me hates glitter. Those freaking sparkles get all over everything. A nightmare for those who are good housekeepers, so as you can imagine, I would be finding pixie dust until the Summer Solstice. But I smiled, because it was pretty, and the new me was filled with anticipation to see what was in that beautifully wrapped package. Oh. Another metaphor.
Joe read my note and opened the tin. He sniffed the cookies and took a big bite. “The best cookies of all time,” he said. “Go on. Open your present. I know how much you like to bake.” He smiled, and ate another cookie in two bites.
I didn’t burst his bubble and ripped open the paper and pulled off the top of the box. It was a … “What is it?”
“It’s a cookie plate,” he said with his mouth full. “I made it. It’s blown glass. See, that’s supposed to be a heart, if you squint your eyes it is almost anatomically correct.”
I laughed. “It’s hideous. I love it.” It was red, and orange, and purple, and blotched, and bubbled, and awesome.
He chewed and brushed the crumbs off of his lips. “Go on, put some cookies on there.”
I shrugged. “All gone.” I tapped the side of his cookie tin. “Yours are the last ones.”
We both smiled. “You can make more,” he told me. “I’ll be the official taste tester.”
“That’s probably not going to happen. I have a confession. Make that two. I’m not a baker. I hate to bake. Those cookies? They were my gifts this year, in a one-time only deal. Don’t get me wrong, they were pretty awesome. Or so I’ve been told.”
He finished another one. “They’re delicious. Wait. You didn’t eat any yourself?”
I shook my head. “No. They were for presents.” I took a breath. “Well, I tasted one, just to make sure they were edible.”
He gave me a thumbs up.
“They might even be magic.”
He nodded.
“Seriously, I think there really is something extra special about them.”
He waited.
“I might be an elf.” I flicked my hair behind my ears, wondering if he could see they were definitely pointier.
“Can’t say I disagree with that, either,” he said.
“Everyone I gave cookies to had some amazing dream come true.” I watched him. “Lauri is expanding her Yogasm studio, Frankie’s Tood Fruck is a big hit.” He smiled. “My sister is going to have a baby.” I hugged myself. “I can’t believe I’m going to be an aunt. Olive is in love with her fireman, and even that little hot rod V. Hickle seems so happy dating Frankie. And all this good news, great things, everyone’s hearts’ desire, happened after they ate my cookies.” He ate another cookie.
“My grandmother was pretty mean. But, I’m sure she wanted good stuff for our family. And whether she meant to send me a message or not, she gave me Ming, and that molasses, and that crazy poem. She gave me a second chance to not be like her. I kind of like giving people good wishes, and isn’t that what elves are supposed do?”
He finished another cookie. He nodded and stood up. He wasn’t smiling. Why do I like that so much? He pulled me into a hug and kissed the top of my head. He pushed me two steps back to position us under the mistletoe. He leaned down to whisper in my ear.
“I got my wish, too.”
 

Winter Solstice Salutations from the universe.
         


        

    
        
             

 

Ginger Krinkles
         
2/3 Cup Vegetable Oil
1 Cup Granulated Sugar
1 Egg
4 Tablespoons Molasses
2 Cups Flour
2 Teaspoons Baking Soda
1/2 Teaspoon Salt
1 Teaspoon Cinnamon
1 Teaspoon Ginger
—Additional 1/2 Cup Granulated Sugar
 

Mix oil and sugar, add egg and beat. Stir in molasses. Sift dry ingredients together and add to mixture. Place spoonful of dough into separate bowl of sugar and roll into uniformly sized balls. Bake at 350 degrees for 10-15 minutes on cookie sheet lined with parchment paper. Enjoy!


        

    
        
             

 

Also by Dee DeTarsio
         
All My Restless Life to Live
         
Haole Wood
         
Ros
         
The Scent of Jade
         
The Kitchen Shrink
         
‘Til Somebody Loves You
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I was named after a Christmas cookie.

1R0)

D e lha @5

€

De





