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    For my dad, who loved Christmas as much as I do.
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Gigi dragged a wagon with the tools of redemption up the slope. A camp shovel, some coffee cans, zip-lock bags, a super-sized magnet, and a metal detector. Soon, the sun would peek out from behind clouds that still held some of last night’s storm. She pulled out a notebook and pen and wrote the date on a line, followed by “Ingham, 142 Cookie Cutter Way.” The heavy rain washed away much of the dirt. She dropped a piece of cardboard on the ground and knelt on it. “It looks like a tea set.” Slowly, she unearthed the treasured items of former residents. “It is. Cool.” She set the cups and saucers in the wagon and dug some more. 

Two hours later, a tow-headed blond boy walked up with his bike. “Did you find anything?”

Gigi nodded and wiped her nose on her shirt sleeve. “Madeline’s tea set, cuff links, a wooden jewelry box, and some coins. They may like the zip bag of pictures better.”

“Hey, is that a bear?” he set his bike down and crab walked over to a speck of red. Using a stick, he dug around the edge. 

“I think so.” They worked the mud away and added the toy to the wagon.

For a week, nightly rain washed away ash and dirt, and the next day, they found more lost pieces of the people’s lives. Each was documented and carefully brought back. A leather satchel with old books, a silver coffee and tea service, and silverware pieces, toy trucks and trains, metal doll houses, knobs to whatever had them, and more odd pieces. They found a canvas bag with the name ‘Bailey’ stenciled on it, and inside was an American flag, some casings, and a laminated poem about poppies in a field. “I gotta get it back to them. It’s bad enough to lose your people, then your house, and it’s like losing your people again.” The boy nodded.

One day, as he whizzed up on his emerald green Schwinn Z Force bike, some chubby kid threw a rock at Gigi and called her scar face. He chased the boy down, punched him, and dragged his bike back.

“It used to be so pretty. My mom made it. Now she’s dead, and my baby brother, my dad, and the town people hate me, and next to you, Erika, and Caitlyn, I have no friends.” She wiped her eyes on the hem of her t-shirt, “I’m gonna build it back.”

He stared at her for a few seconds. “I’ll come back and help you. Every summer.” With perfect regularity, every day, he left his grandparents and rode into the middle of town, made a left turn, followed the bike path north for three blocks to the pile of ash and rubble that used to be Christmas Town...and there she was. A baggie with an address, a notebook, a camp shovel, and a metal detector.  

“Find anything?” 

“I think so.” 

He ran to help. They unearthed a box of photo albums.  

“They still live nearby. I can take it to them.”  

A couple of boys rode by yelling "scar-face" at her before they noticed the boy who had chased them down and fed them dirt the last time. 

“So, how about this,” He checked the best by date on his chips, “On October first,” his gaze darted about, landing on a car with a long narrow foreign license plate in the back window, “twenty eighteen, we meet back here and if everyone in our lives still suck, we’ll be together.” They stopped in front of a quarter gumball machine. He dug in his pocket and pulled out fifty cents. Two plastic cases fell out onto the tray. “Come on, I know where to get the rest.” They went to the church youth hall and dug out a craft bin. They wrote the date on construction paper and used string to tie it to the rings inside the plastic bubble cases. “And have a candy cane so we’ll recognize each other.” 

“Just don’t get all sucky before then.” Gigi figured she’d never get out of town anyway. 

“Pinky swear.” Pinkies locked; they repeated the date. “Wanna get some ice cream?” Cade’s eyes sparkled at the prospect. 

“Sure.” No one was surprised when they both ordered peppermint. 
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“Sucky people.” He whispered the words to the gumball case before he dropped it back into his foot locker. “Let’s rock and roll” rang out. He locked it and hid the key, grabbed his weapon, and was out the door with his unit. Whatever the State Department did this time, it left the locals more bloodthirsty than usual. “Will I burn in hell slower for wishing Daniels is out there somewhere getting his ass kicked?” Winston grunted, and Batts snickered. “Okay, air support is on the way in three, two, boom!” Bloody dirt rained down on them. “Let’s head for the wire.” It was almost dusk as they rolled in.  

“Hey, Broland, you have mail.” Dust fell from him as he strode through the hastily slapped-together office area. There was indeed a stack of mail. Tucked under the rubber band was a package slip. Plucking it from the shelf, he went to his rack. “One from the ex’s lawyer. One from my pain in the ass grandparent, Leslie, Insurance, and a box from...oh, the packing princess.” He split the tape, and the flaps puffed open. “Yes. Candy canes.” He didn’t wait; Cade popped the wrapping with a thumbnail and unwrapped one right then. “Love these things.” Shortbread, gingersnaps, chocolate chips, hmm, that sounds tasty. Ginger lemon cremes. A ton of protein bars, what have you...oh my god, princess, you are amazing.”  

Winston stuck his head around the corner, “I got a box from my sister, Mandy, the ones from church are getting to be a rarity.” 

“Packing princess sent protein powder, premeasured, and sealed into individual bags. Dutch chocolate.” Tapping the lids, homemade jelly, peanut butter, high-end pate, crackers, rolls of Lifesavers, and something to flavor the water. Socks, powder, this looks lewd.” He lifted a salami wrapped in a sock, making Winston laugh until he was breathless. “Yes! She made the chocolate peanut butter things, hot sauces, and a new book...cool, spy novel. Cans of chips, that woman can stuff more things into one box.” Tucked along the side was a letter; it smelled of peppermint and sugar cookies. He closed his eyes and inhaled. Unfolding it was like a breath of home. Angel Beach was his favorite place to be, where he would retreat, and his maternal grandparents were there.  

Hey Dude.  

Well, we survived the superstorm. Somehow, the museum and research center were unscathed, but Grandy’s is at the bottom of the sea. I can picture the sharks sitting around one of the round tables, swilling whiskey and cheating at cards...Yes, I have had a few adult beverages. Classes start back on the third of Jan. I mean, who sobers up that fast? I did my good deed for the year; I took Mrs. Paulson to the casino to play bingo. Crazy old woman won five grand. We celebrated by getting sandwiches at their food court. I swear, there was enough meat on these things that I pulled half off and made a sandwich the next day.  

Mrs. Wiggins wigged out when she caught her husband cheating. She tossed a handful of lit M-80s into his mistress's bedroom, and well, ya know, I never knew that part of the male anatomy could be broken. I do now because she has told everyone with working ears that Cindy Fuller did it. (Fullers from the roofing company) Seems Jim Fuller wasn’t happy and pulverized Wiggins. The chase was on, cops followed him on foot for the longest time. I think they forgot he used to be a running back. And then, as they were chasing him, Mr. Brown, who used to be our elementary principal, escaped from the nursing home and was shuffling down the street minus his pants. And you wonder why I drink. 

The bell at St. Anthony’s took a direct lightning strike; it hasn’t sounded the same since then, but neither has the priest. Mrs. Parker flies from the church office at St. Anne’s like a cross between a heron and Olive Oyl, waving an envelope as she tracks me down. I truly believe it’s the only exercise she gets. But she does take these boxes seriously. I’m pretty sure she would faint if she found out what I put in the first one.”  

Snickering at the memory of the first box, he still had the letter. “Hello GI Joe type 

Oh, you have a name listed, sorry. Hi Michael C. Broland. Beware, the hard candy is spiked. I think it’s so much bullshit that you can’t have a drink there, but when they come here they act like booze sponges. In the bottom thing, are some magazines, and the rest is self-explanatory. I read the book, it’s pretty good. I have some suggestions on the back of here. The postcard is for anything specific you want, other than a ticket home. The group doesn’t have that kinda pull, no matter how many masses they go to. Personally, I think they dragged me in to doing this in hopes of busting me for something. I’d ask if you had any idea what that’s like but look where you are. So, if you’re a sports nut, I listed stats on the second sheet.” 

She went on for another page. “Okay Michael C. Broland keep your ass down, do unto others before they can do unto you. Stay as safe as possible. 

Your packing pro,  

GC.  

When the box arrived, he read the letter and laughed until he had to wipe his eyes. Winston pointed to the part about spiked candy, mouthing ‘where’ and snickering when the bag came out. When the girly magazines appeared, he tucked one in his shirt. 

For the next year, she sent a box a month. One card came back with a note at the bottom that said a couple of the females needed ‘supplies’. “Oh, sweet pea, I can do that.” Word went out, and her grandmother’s bingo battalion came through with hygiene products to hair dye, makeup, magazines, books, and snacks. His return postcard was taped to an envelope; another one inside was addressed to “Packing Queen GC.” Eventually, the care packages quit going out as a group effort, and the notes flying between them slowed. Not that either was happy about the situation. 

Then, out of the blue came a box full of jars marked Christmas Jam and hot chocolate mixes. “Sorry, college courses are kicking my ass. Maybe I shouldn’t have signed up for twenty-two credit hours in courses with numbers. Stay safe, head down, iron undies, you know, come back alive suit.” The two they counted on were the Fourth of July and Christmas. Glancing at the calendar, “Christmas boxes should be here soon.” 

He read through the rest of the letter; the last few lines hit hard. “I got the un-birthday card. That is the sweetest thing ever. No one has remembered my birthday in years, not since my best friend died. I think I have lost enough people in my life, so you have to remember to come home alive. You know the routine: head down, enemy-proof underoos, take care. 

PPGC.” 

“Packing princess, that is my goal. Get out of this hell hole alive. Stupid place to be.” Opening the letter from the lawyer, he laughed. Not the sort that everyone wants to see what is so funny. The kind that makes people shiver and check over their shoulder as they try to find a place to hide. Their major heard it and cringed. 

“Problem Broland?” 

“Letter from the ex’s attorney. I need legal before I really need legal.”  

“Understood. I’m on it.”  

Broland spent an hour beating a heavy bag until the guys started begging for mercy for the poor bag. The letter sent him right back to one of the worst times of his life.  

He married Naomi after a year of dating and made three deployments in as many years, thanks to moving between states and units. They had just begun talking about starting a family when it all went sideways. He spotted a pink rectangle on the Jeep’s windshield as soon as he reached the parking lot. “I swear, if someone hit my ride, I am going to throw the jackass off a bridge.” As he closed in on the bumper, he didn’t see any damage. Snatching the envelope, he walked around the vehicle as he tore open the flap. Inside, he found a neatly written note and several photos of his wife. The dress was new; he bought it for her in Cozumel less than two months ago. “She didn’t even bother to take her rings off.” He sat in the driver’s seat, re-reading the note.  

“I thought you should know. SSGT Chuck Daniels is the boy in the picture. According to the private investigator, they have been a thing for the last two plus years.”  She went on from there, listing all the lies. Knowing better and doing better are different things when your blood is boiling. Daniels was one of his groomsmen. They played football in high school, and this is how he treats a friend. Storming across the parking lot, he tried to reason with the mythical angel and devil on his shoulder. He went to the office, copied the pictures, dropped the page on his commanding officer’s desk, spun, and walked down the hall. Winston didn’t like the smirk on Broland’s face; something about it seemed sinister.  

“Hey Daniels,” he turned, “Are you fucking everybody’s wife or just mine?” Before he could explain, Broland’s fist met his now ex-friend’s jaw with a resounding crack. Men clustered around the pair waiting for Daniels to defend himself, but the first hit deflated his sails.  

“Naomi said you wouldn’t understand, she loves both of us.” Before Daniels could pull himself back to his feet, the Major stuck his head in the room. 

“My office, Now!” His mistake was turning his back. Broland nailed Chuck one more time and then stomped on his phone, shattering the screen and case both. Yelling from the Major’s office reverberated down the hall, making the others cringe, and one crossed himself as he muttered a prayer of salvation. The door slammed open and shut as Boland strode back out and across the lot.  

Driving home was by rote. Flashes of her from the day they met, the ones that followed, her long blonde hair spilling over the pillows on their bed. He practically ripped the door off the hinges as he entered their quarters, yelling her name. “Naomi!” 

“What?” The patio door framed her, shorts, tank top, hair pulled back.  

“Pack your shit and get out.” Her jaw dropped, “Chuckie is on the way to sick call and then has a date with legal. Fucking you was a violation of the UCMJ. His career is shot.” 

Whatever words she used sounded like the cartoon adults, wah wah, wah wah wah. “Get your stuff and get out because I am dangerously close to forgetting I was raised not to hit a woman.” Instead, he emailed the photos to her family and Chuck’s. He didn’t figure on her parents calling her. Naomi’s angry shriek as she came thundering down the stairs satisfied some cruel nub in his soul. “Aw, daddy’s darling isn’t his favorite anymore?” He opened the door, hoping she would storm off, rage walk to a friend’s house, or something. Instead, she swung at him...just as security walked inside. They handcuffed her, escorting her from the unit.  

Broland spent the night dumping her belongings into boxes he got off the curb several doors down. Their divorce went into the records as one of the fastest in state history. Immediately after, he unloaded his belongings into a climate-controlled storage unit and volunteered for the next run to the desert. And now the vermin is trying to crawl back. 

His knuckles were going to be toast. Winston and Batts went to try to talk him down. One of them asked the big question: What did she want? “Daniels got his paw slapped and lost a stripe. She caught him in mid-stroke with another woman, and he tried using her “love them both” line. Now she wants my name back, and spouse support.”  

“Woman has some balls for sure.” Winston couldn’t blame him at all.  

Batts shook his head. “I wonder who she stole them from?”  
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Passing under the wrought iron arch with her arms full of flowers, Gigi walked the path by memory. At her first stop, she crouched and dropped the load of flowers on the ground. “Hi Mom. You would think, if I called to order a certain number of a certain flower, they would have it. Bonnie’s Blossoms hates me right now. I don’t give a damn. I have bigger issues to deal with.” Sitting back on her heels, “Is it possible to fall in love with someone you have never met? Aunts Rachelle and Carina dragged me to pack boxes to send to the war zone. This unit is from the general area. His name sounds familiar. Broland. I don’t know. At any rate, I leave in the morning. Eighteen months in Italy and the Netherlands, and then back to Texas for a semester, which will be tests and defending my thesis. And then, the village is coming back. Bigger and better because you left the books with all the plans. I wish you were here to bounce ideas off. Okay, put in a good word with the big guy for the men in our unit. I love ya, mama.”  

She admired her arrangement of poinsettias, lilies, and roses with carnations and greenery wedged in. “Okay, off to see Cait.” Her best friend through the worst days and the best. “Hey girl. I’m off. Big adventure time. No expectations of finding a prince, I’m pretty sure that without makeup, I would still scare most men away. Stupid scars. Leave it to my heritage to make sure you can play connect the dots on my face. I heard Shawn is in jail. Probably the safest place for him. There. All pretty, like you. Keep an eye on your mom and my dad.” She kissed her fingers and rubbed the headstone.” 

“Okay, Miss Esther. I know you, there you are. She jammed a horde of elf-headed picks into the ground, giggling as she added another one. Followed by reindeer and presents. “Now behave while I’m gone.” One more stop, she parked in front of Saint Anne’s and carried a stack of boxes inside. “Mrs. Parker?” 

“Up here, dear.” Built like a stick figure, she was on a step ladder, swatting down cobwebs. “Oh, you have boxes to go. Now remember, take a picture and send it to me, and I will send you money to Ca-ching.” 

“Yes, ma’am.”  

“Take care, child. If you need anything you let me know.”  

“I’ll be fine. But thank you.”  

While the town mainly thought of Analise’s daughter as a hellion, she saw the bigger picture. “Welp, I won’t be missing any masses for quite a while.” Hazel Parker went back to slaying cobwebs.  

*** 
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Arlo set her luggage on the sidewalk, “I’m gonna miss ya Geege, but you need to do this.” Hugging her dad seemed strange; it happened so infrequently growing up that she wasn’t sure what she was supposed to be feeling. 

“Take care, Dad, I’ll call when I land.” She was on the other side of the security rope when he strolled up closer. Close enough to make the agents give him a side eye. 

“Love you, baby. Your mom would be so thrilled.” 

“Ya big ragu, you aren’t supposed to make me cry. Love ya, Dad.” Words that had not been exchanged in a decade. She embraced each new place, learning the languages and trying to assimilate into their culture as best as possible. Even sending postcards back to her dad to share with the family. All too soon, she left Rotterdam and jetted into Italy. Her family teased her because she had alarms set to remind her to email or call someone, but with her classes, she needed it.  

***
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Christmas in Italy had her scurrying from market to market to find everything for her jam. Once she explained why it was so important, every Nona in the neighborhood joined in to help.  

Buon Natale, Soldier, 

I’m on a vacay/family visit thing, so you get a taste of Italia. I had to drive an hour to get to a base, they said this would find you and your guys in time. It had better or else...I will bomb him with reindeer droppings. Quit snickering. I try not to watch the news. I worry that you all will be taken away too. Don’t pay attention to me, we drank wine and baked most of the day, so now we’re all a tad tipsy. Except Sonia, she’s flat ass dee-runk. She’s also who stole the lemons to make the lemon shortbread. I mean, she’s like eighty—what are they gonna do? Uhm, beware of the jar marked “cough syrup”, one of my uncles made it.”  

She went on for another couple of pages before signing off, “May the day be still and calm, may you all be safe and come home soon, and may good things happen for each of you. PPGC.’ 

They came in dusty and tired. “Hey, Broland, your elf has connections.” Four large boxes addressed to him sat in a corner. On one side was a pencil drawing of the Angel Beach lighthouse, another had a bucket full of clams and lobster with a seagull looking almost upside down at the feast. Cartoon versions of Santa, a snowman, and a reindeer occupied another.  

“Holy shit.” Winston grabbed one, along with Ray and Batts. The comments flew fast and furious. “Hey, she did send it!” jars came out in net stockings with their names. At the bottom, five more were tagged “new people or to share.”  

“Why so small?” a new guy asked.

“So you can eat the whole thing at once.”  

“Is it in there? The good stuff?” When the chocolate mixes came out, they were like vultures. “Man, the mint is the bomb. Just like a chocolate candy cane.” Pierce was on his third holiday box.  

“Hey Kaplan, this has to be yours.” He held it up; a blue and silver star of David graced the top. He blushed as he took the box back to his rack and sat on the floor. 

Opening it left him speechless. Inside the lid, she wrote, “Sorry dude, I’m winging it.” He lifted a bag of Tishrei tea, a dreidel, “Oh holy shit...the gold coins, they were my favorite. Matza, brisket spread, and it’s kosher, a couple of pickles keep your comments to yourself, candles and a...” he held his breath as he lifted a tissue wrapped prayer shawl. “Sir, if you do not track her down and marry the woman, you are an idiot.” Immediately, the group agreed.  

“Hey, what does she do? Like career?” Winston wiggled in his chair as he bit into a cookie. 

“She said she was in college but did not say what she is studying. Except there are numbers involved.” 

“See, she cooks and she’s smart.” Broland shook his head and wandered off with his box. Later, he cut the sides from the boxes and laid them in his footlocker, along with every drawing from box or envelope she sent. 

***
[image: ]


Humping their gear through the airport in late August was a lesson in patience. “So, how many times did you get laid?” Ray grinned as he needled his buddy. 

“Not nearly enough.” Broland clipped a corner with his elbow and swore at the pillar. Two years seemed like two lifetimes. He didn’t lie. Once stateside, he checked on his grandmother, gave his oldest sister hell, and got drunk with the youngest. Hooking up with an old friend didn’t feel right, but he did so anyway. Several times. Shia said it best. “We are free, over eighteen, and consenting. Now come here, swat my ass, pull my hair, fuck me raw, and then make me a drink.” That was why she had always been his friend. Whatever the thought was, she blurted it out.  

The duo checked in and waited, eventually giving up their seats to an elderly couple. The board switched to “Delayed” with no explanation. Five hours in, they were both slightly stir crazy. 

Broland and Ray sat cross-legged on the tile floor against the wall, duffle bags between them. Both captivated by a small army of people who swept through the doors, hugging and wiping tears from cheeks as they clustered around a young woman with heavily blue and green streaked hair. She shooed them out the door, her shoulders dropped back into place as the last one loaded into a car.  As she turned, a man reentered, “Gianna.”  

She stopped moving. “Yes, Uncle Rocco.”  

“You need money.” He stuffed an envelope into her coat pocket and zipped it. “US money.” He patted her cheek, maybe do something with your hair. You can’t attract a man with...” 

“Maybe I’m not trying to attract a man who can’t see past my hair, and I sure as hell am not giving up a career to make him feel like a king.” He spun on his expensive heels and walked away. 

Her nose wrinkled, in an irritated falsetto, she mimicked him, “You need money,” she sighed, a full Italian tirade followed, “No, you ego-driven, arrogant, misogynistic, man...what I need is a damn drink.” Dragging her suitcase, she walked off. Within the hour, she was back with a single-serve bottle of wine and a sandwich. Arranging one jacket sleeve to keep her purse strap under it and the other sleeve tied around the handle of her luggage, she settled in with a book. eating and making notes. She plucked olives from the sandwich container, unaware that she was the topic of a text discussion between the pair of US soldiers across from her.  

Another plane landed, and soon a hulking soldier with Winston on his name tag joined the pair, claiming a slice of real estate on the floor.  

In turn, they checked the time, stared at the arrival/departure boards, and waited until Ray finally asked, “Does anyone know what the fuck is causing the wait?” 

“Bomb threat in Heathrow.” The trio stared at the woman. “Yes, I am fluent in Italian, English, and sarcasm.”  

“Any clue when we can escape this place?”  

“Heathrow had a full house due to severe wind and rain. As soon as they can clear all the luggage and planes, traffic will start moving.” She finished off the wine and tossed the bottle toward a trash can some twenty feet away. It arced and dropped into the open container. Military people in uniforms wandered through, her head tilted as the speaker sputtered to life. “Space A has some openings to Rota.”  

“Thanks,” “safe travels.” Cade stopped. “Are you okay alone?” 

“Yeah, go while you can.” He took off after his friends.  

Three rounds through the app, she finally got a seat to Greece. “Rhodes, it is.” At the gate, the fair-haired soldier waited in line. “Hey, G.I.Joe,”  

His face lit up as he turned, “I’m meeting my friends in Rota. Only room for two when we got to the desk.” 

“Yeah, I’m doing the flying kangaroo to get stateside too.” A gate agent walked up, after much whispered discussion, she asked the million-dollar question.  

“Would anyone re-route through the Netherlands, five hundred dollars, hotel and meal vouchers?”  

“Add two flights to anywhere and I’m in.” The fair-haired soldier shrugged; everyone has a price.  

“Yeah, I can swing it.” Gianna and two others chimed in. She unwrapped a candy cane, sucking on it as she stared out the huge windows at the ground crews scurrying about.  

“Candy cane?” 

“Yes. Mint is so plain; candy cane mint is...” 

“Hard to replicate, intense, and your favorite.”  

She locked eyes with the stranger in uniform. “Exactly.” 

On the ground in Rotterdam, they got stuck in traffic. By the time they reached the hotel, there was one room left. A suite. Being the gentleman, Cade let her have it. “Only if you have dinner with me.” They feasted at a family-style eatery, wandered the streets in the misty fog, and headed back. “If you don’t mind, there’s two bedrooms. I figure after your day; you might want to take a shower. I have nothing against sharing the space. I mean, honestly, it’s big enough to throw a party. 

“That sounds amazing. Thank you.”  

She had to admit; there was something about a freshly washed man; soap smelled different on a male. Sitting on the balcony, she understood what her professor said about writing in foreign lands. Having spent six months in the country studying urban development, it almost seemed like a homecoming.  

Cade emerged dressed in jeans and an open flannel shirt to discover she had changed into sleep shorts and a baggy long-sleeved t-shirt and dragged a blanket out. “Care for a nightcap? I smuggled a bottle of brandy in my bags.” 

Chuckling and shaking his head, he slid in next to her. “Do rules mean nothing to you?” 

“Nope. Not a thing.” 

Chit chat filled the next hour; her eyes drooped no matter how hard she fought to stay awake. “Come on, sweets, you’re wiped out.” Cade rolled, lifting her in the process, and dragged the blanket along.  

“Sorry, haven’t slept for shit lately. Stupid nightmares.”   

Hearing those words triggered something deep inside him, he
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