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      I think Christmas in America is exciting. There’s all this energy around doing, doing, doing and getting, getting, getting. I am affected by the excitement. I purchase gifts for all my almost nephews and nieces and their parents. However, I am thrifty, shopping carefully at different places and looking for deals so I do not overspend my money like so many. I do it not because I have to but because I want to.

      During the holidays, I see my patients with tired dragging bodies. Shoulders are more hunched, probably because there is grief and stress around purchasing and worrying that they are not as good as their neighbors. Backs are weaker, with people complaining that I press too hard even though I have not changed a thing, except that I hang some garland around the edge of my treatment room to make it look festive.

      Christmas changes people.

      “I hate this season,” Henry told me. He was lying on his back, his eyes closed. His gray hair was slightly messy but it’s always like that. He wears it too long for a man of his age. It is hard for him to lay his shoulder flat because he carries so much tension.

      “Why?” I asked, moving my hands under his shoulders. The room had an instrumental flute tune going that didn’t sound particularly festive but people didn’t like carols in the massage room. As always, my room smelled of pancakes and menthol because I use very different oils on different bodies. I had my red and green garland strung from the corners near the ceiling. I had not yet hung round ornaments on it, although I had seen other people do so.

      I thought the garland made the room festive. It’s not a large room, just big enough for me to walk around the massage table and pull on arms and legs when I need to. I have a set of drawers and another set of shelves to hold things like my music player and sheets and towels and the massage ointments I use.

      I even carry acupuncture needles because even though I do not actually have an acupuncture license, I know the theory better than most American acupuncturists. Many of them come to see me when their patients do not get better. I give them advice, for free, because I am generous. When they take it, their patients improve.

      Henry sighed on the table. I had not done anything much so I thought that perhaps he was thinking. Sometimes my questions do that.

      “There’s so much going on. Everyone is busy. I hardly get to see my kids because they all have families. Then, yesterday, my daughter had to get a new credit card because someone stole her numbers. They think it was at the gas station where they cloned the card or whatever it is they do.”

      I listened as Henry rambled. I knew the gas station he meant. It was just down the road from here. While I do not live in the best part of Portland, I live in a good part where crimes like this should not happen. The news people were out there when I drove by, filming, showing us all how the criminals had used something to make us think we were just using the gas station credit card payment machine but in fact we were giving them our information.

      I saw this later on when they aired it on the news. I paid very close attention so that I would know how to keep myself safe. This was the gas station I most often used. They have good prices on the gas I purchase for my little car.

      “That is bad,” I said to Henry, even as I pulled my fingers through the dense muscles near his shoulders, reaching and touching the bone of his shoulder blade. There were many spots where I felt the muscle refuse to give and move but then it would crinkle beneath my fingers and loosen.

      “It is. Her bank called after they’d spent about five hundred dollars on alcohol and bikes. How desperate can you be?” Henry asked.

      In this culture, I thought, one would not have to be very desperate at all to spend money on things like that. I pictured parents drinking the alcohol at a party where they gave their children fancy bikes in bright colors.

      Parents here did not put the elders first, they put the children. It made me glad that I had only the children of friends to purchase for because if I forgot them or did not get them the expensive stuff they wanted, then I was just Cecelia, their strange auntie.

      Still, I nodded my head and let Henry talk. He had a gravelly voice that always sounds as if he is groaning. It had gotten worse in the last few months and I worried about his health, though my fingers did not find anything particularly horrifying. He carried some extra weight, like all those with groaning sorts of voices do, but it is spread throughout his lower body and upper arms.

      With Henry, I always listened for wisdom, but today he did not impart any.

      Lori, who followed, was younger and spoke with an East Coast accent, or so I am told. Her voice sounds more like shouting. She offered no wisdom, or creative ideas, for me today, either. Her thin, ropy muscles worked my fingers hard, but they always do. She needs to take in more fluid nourishment than she does.

      I stopped for lunch and picked up my phone to check messages so I could do call-backs. Unfortunately, one of the call backs was to my bank, which holds my bank card. Someone was making purchases on it. Large ones. Lots of children’s toys and a snowboard for a young person.

      I told them I had not made any such purchases, as I had not. They believed me because they know that I am generally honest and law abiding. I thought about my issue and Henry’s daughter’s. Whoever this was, they were purchasing items for kids. The snowboard had been a young person’s snowboard.

      Of course, I did not know what kind of bikes someone had charged on Henry’s daughter’s card. Perhaps they were adult bikes. I just imagined a children’s bike, perhaps because I had looked at them with my friend Wei, who has a seven year old who needs a bicycle.

      Still, I don’t like it when people are dishonest. It is not right. Not here. It is one thing to tell little white lies. It is another to take from people who work hard. I knew Henry’s daughter worked hard because he told me what she did. I knew I worked very hard, because I know myself.

      But this person. They were just taking.

      But they were taking for children.

      I would hate to see them put in jail for caring for children.

      They did not need to steal.

      I would have to think up a fitting punishment and find out who they were. I had no doubt I could do this because I had solved other mysteries before. I would do so again.

      I made myself dinner. I ate sautéed string beans and some chicken. It was damp and chilly this fall so I needed the warming nature of the chicken and the spicy warmth of the garlic that I sautéed my string beans in. I was eating alone. Tomorrow I was going to have dinner with my friend Lee and her family, however tonight I was on my own.

      I was not worried about this, as it gave me time to think and to plan. I am very good at that. I have a lot of wood energy, which means I have creative ideas when I am angered by people doing the wrong things. I needed to calm that wood energy so that the earth energy could digest my food. I tried to concentrate on things that made me feel nurturing but I could not do so.

      Whoever had stolen the numbers to my credit card and purchased goods was not acting in the spirit of the season. They were taking things rather than giving. No matter the reason.

      I wondered how I would find out who did it. If they were stealing card numbers locally, maybe I could find them. Or maybe they had purchased the card numbers, which would make them much harder to find.

      I thought about what the lady at my bank said. She said that someone had purchased the snowboard at a local ski shop which was not far away. I could ask them about that purchase and see if maybe I could follow that lead. The police would probably overlook it because they did not have the man power to go to every single store where someone had used a phony credit card. No, the police would be forced to concentrate on the root of the problem, which was the place they had used the credit card skimmers.

      I nodded to myself. I had a place to begin.

      Although I had not eaten dinner with pleasant thoughts, I slept well. My bed faces west, which is a good direction for me in Feng Shui. I have several crystals that create harmony in the room, which is not too large nor too small. I have a double sized bed with a large brown and blue blanket that keeps me very warm. I have two extra blankets should I get chilled, but I rarely do, even though I set the thermostat down at night to save money. It is the price of getting older. At least I do not sweat through the sheets.

      In the morning, I dressed carefully. I had two patients in the morning, so I wore my usual outfit of scrubs. I had snowmen on this set, which I thought was very festive, without giving offense to those who did not celebrate Christmas. I learned that was very important when one of my patients told me, almost as if they were ashamed to have to mention it, that they were Jewish and did not celebrate Christmas.

      I taught myself all about Hanukkah. I have a dark blue pair of scrubs with a sort of bright gold star that I wear on the first day of Hanukkah, just for them. I want all my patients to feel included because being included is very important in America.

      I treated both patients. The first suffers from pain in her upper back and she has a hard time sleeping. Her face is often too red, and I know that while she is too young, she will suffer when she goes through the womanly change. She already suffers during her monthly cycle. I have considered doing acupuncture on her, but she is changeable, one day praising my work and the next insisting I have hurt her. I do not trust her enough to use needles. Instead, I have recommended she see one of my students, Abby, who is licensed by the state to use needles.

      Abby may not be the best practitioner of acupuncture but she is adequate and she has the patience to listen to someone like this woman. To date, however, the patient has not gone, at least not that she has admitted to me. I have noticed in the last month that she seems in less pain and is calmer, though, so I expect she did. I would ask Abby, but Abby thinks I am nosey and would not tell me if that had happened.

      The second patient was a heavier woman. She suffers from low back pain. The doctor tells her to lose weight but like many earth types, she struggles. I give her what energy I can. She is afraid of needles so I must use only my hands but she has begun to find benefit.

      “It’s so hard to diet during the holidays,” she bemoaned.

      “Eat vegetables first,” I said. “Then you can let yourself eat anything you want. You will be less hungry so you won’t have so much and you will get your full servings of vegetables.”

      “My doctor is going to be mad because I’ve eaten so poorly,” she said. “I’m sure my back pain will be worse. In the last month I lost five pounds and I was amazed at the difference.”

      The difference was not her weight. It was me, but she would not listen. Like many earth types, with her rounded belly and need to nurture, the one who really needed nurturing was her. I pictured sending her yellow earth energy through my hands as I worked on her low back.

      We talked about her doctor and movement. She wanted to try hot yoga. I suggested she try regular yoga as hot yoga can be very depleting.

      “I was hoping for that,” she said, laughing.

      I do not understand Americans sometimes. She was having trouble because she was depleted and here she wanted to get worse!

      “But you need to build yourself up if you want your back to be strong,” I said.

      I did not think she would listen to me. She probably wouldn’t come back after the holidays. I have a good sense about who listens to me and who
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