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    SANTA, BABY


    When Kate Nolan, a comedy writer living in Los Angeles, travels home to Connecticut for Christmas, everything goes wrong. She loses her luggage, her job, and her front tooth when she collides on the street with a man in a Santa suit.


    Tony Rossi is trying to give his sister and her children a perfect Christmas, but he’s failing miserably. He gets into a brawl with another Santa and the video goes viral, which doesn't bode well given he's a Navy SEAL. Despite his growing list of problems, he can’t seem to get that girl out of his head, the one whose front tooth he knocked out and sent flying and with whom he's completely smitten.
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Carousel

Kate watched the suitcases on the baggage carousel go around and around. Most of the passengers from flight 1581 had secured their bags, knapsacks, and overnight cases, hugged their loved ones, and headed out of Bradley International Airport in Hartford, Connecticut. She waited there a long while, but her beaten, brown suitcase was not invited to the luggage parade.

Thirty minutes earlier, hundreds of bags came streaming out of the conveyor’s mouth. They would burst forth from behind strips of plastic, pushing the flaps aside. The luggage would flip and flop on the belt. The passengers of 1581 would greedily grab at the bags. Sometimes they would mistake one black suitcase for another. They’d check the tags and then return the cases back to the belt, where they completed their journey to their rightful owner. Some bags circled a few times before they were reunited. Kate kept a close watch for her own travel accoutrement, but the valise never showed up.

Soon, she stood alone, staring at the empty black belt, still chugging along without any bags circling on it. Now, only bits of ribbon, yarn, lint, a stray leather strap and a plastic GI Joe action figure trundled around on the conveyor. Kate watched the lonely soldier, dressed in camouflage fatigues, on his slow revolution around the belt.

Kate brushed back her hair and pulled a tattered envelope out of her coat pocket and checked her flight number on the printed ticket against the monitor above her. Right place. Right time. No luggage.

She walked over to the customer service desk with her ticket in hand. Hours earlier, she’d stuffed the envelope containing her tickets into the back pocket of her jeans as she boarded her flight. She pulled the envelope out again in Dallas where she ran across the terminal to catch her connecting flight. The envelope was mutilated after being folded and refolded endlessly.

A perky blonde service rep named Candace smiled at Kate even as she issued the bad news. Candace chirped, “Your luggage was accidentally rerouted to Miami.”

Candace continued to smile and added, “We can get it back here on the morning flight.”

Kate harrumphed. She muttered, “Great. Anyplace in the airport sell discount undies?”

Candace tilted her head like a confused cocker spaniel, and laughed, assuming that Kate was joking. The customer service representative smiled and spoke without any sarcasm. She issued a bright and cheery, “Merry Christmas.”

Kate’s natural instinct would have been to mock the woman, roll her eyes, or at least sigh in frustration. Instead, Kate simply turned and walked away, mumbling, “Happy holidays.”

The large glass doors whooshed open and Kate stood outside in the brisk Connecticut air. A cloud of air billowed from her mouth and she could feel her nose hairs crystalize in the cold. When she left Los Angeles, it was seventy-nine degrees. Here, it was only nine degrees. She’d lost seventy degrees in transit.

Kate had a fleeting thought that she wanted to follow her suitcase to Florida.

***

In a rented blue Kia Sephia, Kate drove fifty-seven minutes to Bradbury, Connecticut, a charming, seaside hamlet with a town square complete with an amphitheater and a gazebo, quaint little shops that were usually spelled “shoppe,” and a marina. Sailboats dotted the bay, but the water was a dark gray and the boats were abandoned, their colorful sails rolled up and bundled. Still, it was a welcome sight after the long journey.

Seeing the marina always made Kate joyous. Each boat was a landmark signifying that she had returned home. There was something about being back home in Connecticut at Christmastime. Connecticut was the quintessential Christmas state. Years ago, Hollywood icon Barbara Stanwyck made a movie about it. Kate recollected jubilant family holidays. She felt long overdue for a perfect family Christmas.

After all, she was returning to her hometown as a moderately successful television comedy writer and she hoped to do a little bragging with some old friends and relatives, especially the ones who’d dismissed her when she announced that she was moving to Los Angeles after college. She couldn’t wait to drop it into a conversation, particularly to Amy Norquist, a former high school cheerleader who was still working as a cashier in the A & P, eight miles out of town. Kate would have to make a special trip to rub her success in Norquist’s face, but it would be worth it.

After graduating from Northwestern, Kate moved to LA. For four and a half years, she was a writer’s assistant, a glorified gofer for a group of ABC sitcom writers. At night, she went to open mics and performed in an improv/sketch group on Melrose Avenue.

A few months ago, she leveled up to full-fledged comedy writer when her friend Matt Zimmerman offered her a gig on his show. Kate was a comedy writer for a new cable series, “The Matt Zimmerman Show.” Even though Zimmerman wasn’t such a great actor, and the ratings weren’t very good, Kate was proud of her work on the show.

***

The brisk, wintry air was giving Kate a headache. She pulled over into the town square and ran inside the Ye Olde Apothecary Shoppe to buy a bottle of Tylenol. The pain reliever would have been cheaper at a Big Y, but the town had an ordinance about chain stores. The fact that there wasn’t a big-box store within twenty miles was one of Bradbury’s most charming characteristics.

The bracing cold, and the thought of facing her mother alone, gave Kate pre-migraine symptoms. Her brother had bailed to go on a Christmas cruise with his husband. While Drew and Connor cavorted around the Caribbean, she would have to make merry and bright with her mom. Alone. Drew was her buffer. It was her first Christmas without him since he was born, twenty-six years ago.

Virginia, Kate’s mom, was the prototypical Connecticut mom. She managed a book club, volunteered at the library, and studied Better Homes and Gardens and Elle’s Décor magazines like they were her religion. She worshipped at the feet of the gods and goddesses of the Food Network, HGTV and Style networks. She was particularly fond of interior designer Patrick Mele, a local boy.

Virginia’s marriage to Kate’s dad, Glenn, ended seventeen years ago. Despite the fact that she hired a great attorney and got a massive amount of alimony, the two remained on good terms.

Glenn married a cocktail waitress named Cyndi and moved to Atlanta when he took the job of vice president of finance for a Fortune 500 cola company. Kate never took sides. While she tried to visit both parents equally, her mom always got the big holidays. Kate had scheduled an appointment on her calendar to call her father at five p.m. on Christmas Eve.

Kate drove up to her childhood home. It was a gray Victorian with a wraparound porch and white trim. The other houses on the street were bedecked in Christmas decorations, lights were strewn from gable to gable, and some of the neighbors had large inflatable figures in the front yard. Her mom’s house had only one tiny, tasteful hint of Christmas. The front door was adorned with a Coastal Evergreen wreath, festooned with dried cranberries and a bright silver bow.

Kate punched in the garage door code and the gears hummed to life. The garage door rose. She parked and got out. She looked back at the car, remembering that she didn’t have luggage, except for a small carry-on and her purse, and closed the door behind her with a press of a button.

At the bottom of the stairs, she yelled, “Ma?”

No answer.

She ascended the staircase from the rumpus room to the first floor. Again, she bellowed, “Ma?”

Finally, Virginia answered her call. “You’re here?”

Kate looked down at her rumpled clothing, as if to check for certain that she was, indeed, where she said she was. Kate retorted, “Um. Yeah.”

“I thought you were coming on a later flight.”

That’s how it’s going to be, Kate thought. There was something accusatory in her mom’s tone about her being early, as if she’d purposely given her mother the wrong information to throw her off kilter. Kate centered herself. She sighed. She was determined to make it a great holiday.

Kate marched up the stairs to the second floor. She explained, “No. I said I was going to take the later flight if the morning flight was overbooked. I wanted the miles and I wasn’t…” She trailed off, and added under her breath, “…in a rush.”

Kate walked into her mother’s room and stared at her.

Virginia was packing a suitcase. Dresser drawers were open and clothes were flung around the room. It was chaos; an incongruity for her obsessive-compulsive mother.

“What are you doing?” Kate asked.

“We’ve been calling you.”

“We?”

“Drew and I. You didn’t answer. I thought it was because you were on a plane.”

Kate realized that her phone charger was in her valise. She’d drained the battery on her flight listening to podcasts, playing Words with Friends, and skimming Facebook. The phone died somewhere over Albuquerque.

Kate clarified, “Phone needs to be charged. What’s going on? Where are we going?”

“You know how Drew was going to surprise Connor with the cruise? Well, Connor can’t get out of a big project at work. He can’t go on the trip. He almost quit his job. Isn’t that crazy?”

Kate plopped her carry-on and purse on her mom’s bed and sat down beside them.

“I’m still not getting this.”

“They wouldn’t give Drew his money back. So, I’m going with him.”

Kate was incredulous. She stammered, “Whatty what now?”

Virginia joked, “Did your ears pop on that plane?” Then she repeated, loudly, “I’m going on the cruise with your brother. I told your brother that he should have cleared the dates with Connor before buying the tickets. But, of course, my children don’t listen to me.”

“He got the lecture and he still invited you?”

“I told him it would be stupid not to go.”

“Ma. What are you going to do on a gay cruise?”

Virginia was emphatic. “It’s not a gay cruise. It’s only a cruise.”

Kate added, “With a lot of gay men.”

Virginia looked puzzled, but continued to pack. She asked, “Really?”

Kate nodded. Drew must not have filled her in on all the specifics. It was a Christmas cruise for LGBTQ families. While it wasn’t a raging gay party, it would be very festive.

“I plan on drinking margaritas and reading a book by the pool,” Virginia said. “Maybe one of those boys will fix this mess.” She played with her hair as she stared into a mirror on her dresser.

“I’m not sure, but I think that’s borderline offensive. And margaritas? Ma. I don’t know if you should be drinking again.”

Virginia snapped, “Don’t do that. It was a mistake.”

Virginia unscrewed the lid on a mason jar filled with change. She started separating the quarters from the other coins.

“They have slot machines on the boat. I better take these.”

She grabbed a handful of quarters and shoved them in a change purse next to her toiletry bag that was on her bed.

Kate said, “Ma. Slot machines have upgraded since you and Aunt Violet took that bus tour to Atlantic City. They take dollar bills now. Fives mostly.”

“I’m taking a morning flight to Florida. The boat leaves from Miami in the afternoon. You have to take me to the airport tomorrow.”

Three months ago, Virginia got a DUI on a ladies night out with some of “the girls” from work—all of “the girls” were over fifty. She’d rolled through a stop sign right in front of a police car sitting on the adjacent corner. It would be nine months before Virginia could drive again.

The word ‘airport’ reverberated in Kate’s ears. She let out a sigh, as if air escaped her whole body. She tried to protest, saying, “I just came from the—”

Virginia caught the expression on her face and posited, “You don’t want me to go?”

An alarm went off in Kate’s head. She pictured the robot from Lost in Space flailing its arms about and screeching, “Danger, Will Robinson.” She knew there was no right answer to her mother’s query. If she said no, she was a killjoy. If she said yes, her mother would attack her for wanting to get rid of her.

It took the Wisdom of Solomon, but Kate said, “I want you to do… what you want to do.”

Her mother beamed. “Great. I’m going on a cruise.”

“A gay cruise.”

Virginia shot Kate a look as she snapped her suitcase shut.

Kate had a sudden revelation: She would be alone for Christmas.

Her plans for a perfect Christmas were starting to fall apart.
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Snickerdoodle

Kate took a long, hot shower. It felt good to get the airplane funk off her body. She stood in the shower as the warm water spilled down her back. Standing there in the shower, she admired her mom’s soap collection. Virginia always kept a nice variety of fragrant, artisanal soaps in the metal shower caddy. Fancy soaps must be a prerequisite to be the quintessential Connecticut mom.

She used a bar that smelled of peppermint, a joyous scent of the holiday season. It reminded her of all the things she loved about Christmas.

Virginia cracked the bathroom door open and asked, “Do you need a toothbrush?”

Kate opened the shower curtain a few inches and squeezed her head out.

“Nope. I had my toiletries in my carry-on.”

Kate resumed her shower, thought for a second, and popped her head out once more. “Do you have a spare eyelash curler and toenail clippers? The TSA guy confiscated mine.”

Virginia pondered for a moment and said, “Yes. In the linen closet. I’ll get them.”

Kate bellowed, “Also powder.”

Kate thought that if she was going to have to put on the same underwear after showering, she wanted a layer of baby powder between her body and the airplane undies.

***

When Kate was dressed—in the same exact clothes from before—she bounded down the steps and met up with her mother in the kitchen. She felt the warmth of the oven before she rounded the corner. The whole house was filled with the glorious aroma of cinnamon and spices, another joyous scent of the holiday.

Virginia was rolling out little white balls of dough and placing them on a cookie sheet.

“I was making snickerdoodles when your brother called, but I’ve been frantic ever since. Now that I’m packed, I pulled the batter out of the fridge and thought I’d finish them up.”

Kate moved in close to assist.

Virginia sniffed her and said, “You smell like a baby.”

“I used both Johnsons.”

“What?”

“Johnson and Johnson? Never mind.”

Kate rolled out cookie balls and placed them in a line on the tray.

“Did you make chocolate chips?”

Virginia nodded. “Yes. They’re in the freezer. And thumbprints, pizzelles, tea-time tassies, four nut rolls, apricot horns, and those peanut butter cookies you like… the ones with the Hershey’s Kisses in them.”

Kate sang, “Two turtle doves and a partridge—in a pear tree.”

Virginia scolded, “Don’t make fun. I’ve been baking since Halloween.” She added, “You’re going to have to assemble some cookie trays and make some deliveries when I’m gone. I’ll write a list.”

Kate nodded. “What kind of phone do you have?”

Virginia pointed at her cell phone on the counter. “That kind.”

Virginia had no idea about the make and model of her cell phone. Naturally. Kate picked up her mom’s phone. It was dusted with a fine coat of flour. She wiped it off with a paper towel as she examined it.

“Damn.”

Virginia stared at her. It was the sort of face any mother would make when her child swore for no seeming reason.

Kate explained, “I need to charge my phone. I’m going to have to buy a charger if my suitcase doesn’t show up tomorrow. I’m guessing I’ll have to buy some new clothes, too.”

“You can go through some of my clothes,” Virginia said. “I’m not taking any winter stuff with me.”

Kate squirmed. She didn’t want to be impolite, but her mom looked good in fall colors—tan, gold, and rust. Whereas Kate liked bright colors and bold patterns.

Her mother was quick to take the hint. “I think there’s a box of some of your old clothes in the basement.”

Kate yawned. “I’ll check it out in the morning. I’m exhausted.”

Eight hours on a plane with a layover in Dallas and the drive to Bradbury were beginning to take a toll. Kate could hardly keep her eyes open.

Virginia took two cookie trays out of the oven. The warmth enveloped them. She placed the hot cookies on a cooling rack, placed two more trays in the oven, and reset the oven timer.

Virginia swelled with pride and pronounced, “There.” Her mother’s eyes widened as if a light bulb brightened over her head. She exclaimed, “We should exchange gifts.”

Virginia scrambled out of the kitchen and Kate followed.
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