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Holiday tradition: decorate the tree 

It is better to stand out than in with a Christmas tree. Our unique tree proves just that.

Mom and I sit on the empty plastic bins that had contained the ornaments and look at our handiwork on our fake tree (saving the Earth is important) in our onesies (mine is a penguin and hers is a polar bear). Our foyer, containing an elegant fake crystal chandelier, doors set with glass, and an antique armchair upon which a teddy bear with a Santa hat sits, is somewhere between classy and cozy, the coziness coming from the bear as well as a lily pad painting I made in second grade that isn’t exactly museum-worthy and a grayish-white carpet as soft as feathers. 

Mom and I admire the tree. Mom wanted to do a candy theme, so we went to town with candy-themed ornaments like gingerbread men, giant lollipops, and puff balls. The look is completed with pink Christmas lights and pastel gnomes holding fake candy canes under the tree. 

“It’s so bright it almost hurts my eyes,” I say. 

Mom takes a picture. “You know you love our tradition of making the tree as...unique as possible.” I laugh with her because it’s true. Last year we did a forest theme with things like small bird houses and woodland creature ornaments, and the year before that we used only recycled ornaments. 

Mom turns the phone back to us so Bianca can see our laughter. In the background is her apartment with nary a decoration in sight except for a throw pillow with a Christmas tree pattern. She pulls the same wavy brown hair we all have into a bun as she says, “I agree. You outdid yourselves. It sucks I wasn’t there. I would’ve chosen a movie-themed tree covered in popcorn, fake cameras, and other things.”

“We’ll still do other things when you come,” Mom reassures her. Bianca nods but grinds her teeth. I curl my toes in my fuzzy socks and squeeze the handles of a pair of scissors when I think of the changes this year and Bianca’s undeniable loneliness in that empty apartment. Her skin is pale with dark circles under her eyes. 

Squeezing things anchors me as though the object prevents a tornado of negative feelings from sweeping me away, and I would squeeze pens in my failed job interviews for part-time jobs. Seeing my sister, older than me by six years, so miserable is definitely stressful.

“So, I actually have to tell you something.” Bianca fidgets and hums. “My boss, Jane, is coming. She wants me to work while I’m there.”

I scowl. “For real? Does she not get what taking time off means?” Jane Keller is a manager for celebrities and Bianca is her assistant. She’s not the monster in movies who forces Bianca to pick up her dry cleaning or calls her words that can’t be repeated on television. However, Bianca tells me she often is told how she screwed up and told us that Jane said that she can’t keep “coddling” Bianca, that being autistic doesn’t give her a pass. Bianca had to beg Mom not to call Jane or track her down.

“Didn’t you take time off?” Mom frowns.

“I actually want to do this. Maybe I can finally prove myself. I’ve told you I’ve messed up lots of things.” She has told us how she’s mixed up schedules for two different celebrities, forgotten to bring materials to a meeting, and has left out or misheard details while taking notes for a phone call. It’s mistakes I’ve made, too, at other jobs. One boss scoffed when I tried to explain how I do better with visual learning than auditory instructions. “Any other boss would’ve fired me, so say what you will about Jane, but she keeps giving me chances.”

“Anyone else would make mistakes, too. This is your first job as an assistant to a manager.”

“But Ellie and I mess up more than most.” She looks to me, not insulting me but stating the truth. We struggle with verbal directions, get told our handwriting is chicken scratch, we’re either too friendly or too distant with coworkers or people we’re helping, and often need people to double check something even when we’re sure because we’re so afraid of screwing up. Then we get in trouble if we don’t have someone double check or approve something.

I list all these things to Mom, who sighs. “I know. But you said you’re getting better, Bianca?”

“Yeah, but I can still always go the extra mile. I need to do this.”

“Well, why is she coming here? I didn’t think big managers came to small towns like ours,” I say. “There’s nothing here except lots of potholes.”

Bianca taps her fingers until I remind her tapping is one of the noises that drives me up the roof. “I’m watching her client, Robin Darcy, to keep her out of trouble.”

Robin Darcy is someone famous but the type of famous where one may need a moment to recall her name. The eighteen-year-old has been in mostly TV movies. She’s only had a leading role in three shows: a fantasy one when she was elementary school age, a teen drama that lasted two seasons, and a police procedural that had one season. 

“Like a babysitter? Is that all she sees you as?” 

Mom nudges me with a shush. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? I don’t want Jane taking advantage of you. Also, that Robin girl seems like trouble.”

“That’s why we’re working on improving her public image. I’m guessing you saw that video?”

Who hasn’t? Robin went to an outdoor market in New York, where she lives. Someone took a video of Robin shoving a man in a Santa costume and screaming, “This is why I hate the holidays! I guess I’m just another trinket to everybody.”

The Santa fell into a stall, which knocked another stall, and so on in a domino effect. Chaos reigned as people snatched free items that fell and scattered from the stalls, police escorted Robin away, and pigeons feasted on scattered food like popcorn.

“She’s been accused of being cold, if not a troublemaker,” Bianca says. “I’m not breaking confidence because most of this has appeared in news. Coworkers say she’s critical of scripts and what other cast members do, ex-boyfriends and -girlfriends say she’s emotionally distant and always the one doing the breaking up; she even broke up with someone right before Christmas. An anonymous source said Robin is forced to go to functions, where she often disappears. People say she rarely smiles and she has no friends. People online are calling her a Grinch.”

“Rarely smiles and has no friends? You know that describes us, right?” I point out. I’m annoyed on Robin’s behalf. “You and I get accused of being emotionless because we don’t express ourselves the way neurotypicals do. Neither of us has many friends either.”

“I know that. I’m just saying what other people are saying.”

Mom raises a brow. “And how are you supposed to watch this girl? What if she shoves you?”

“I’ll be fine. We’ll go over all that when we arrive. Jane and I are coming to your house if that’s okay.”

Mom and I exchange a look. Mom says, “Fine, but if she is a bully, I’m calling her out and you can just find another job.”

“Mom, in this economy, it’s far from easy even for a neurotypical person,” Bianca groans, rocking side to side. “I have to go. I’ll see you both soon. Love you.”

She hangs up. Mom stands up and rubs her forehead. “I knew this job would be too much. She should’ve started by working for a manager with less prestige.”

I pick at my shirt. “Nobody else would struggle this much.”

“You two need to stop saying things like that. Yes, it’s harder for your two but as I always remind you, non-autistic people struggle, too.”

“Yeah, but it’s not the same, and you’re just invalidating what we say.”

“I’m sorry. I just hope this isn’t a disaster. Hopefully, Robin gets her crap together. Enough of that. Let’s go back to being jolly. We can go to the café.”

I agree, though it’s tiring pretending to be fine. I have masked less in the past few years but it’s hard to stop such instinctual things such as saying I’m fine. Also, the things that have me down aren’t things Mom doesn’t already know, like being friend-less and wanting friends despite liking being alone. My life has as many contradictions as politicians who preach coming together only to speak against certain groups.

The handle of the pen digs into my palm, making me hiss. I think happy thoughts like seeing Bianca (even if she has to work), spending time with Mom (and only with her), and ideas for my blog (which only has ten followers including Mom).

“This calls for hot chocolate. It makes everything better,” Mom says, already grabbing her coat off the coat hook.

No arguments from me. Hot chocolate is our comfort beverage. It makes a hard situation bearable and is part of our bond.

*
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The café is one of the highlights in Madison Grove, and not just because caffeine is inseparable from American culture and my and Mom’s ability to function. We’re lucky to live in a town where almost everything is within walking distance not only to save the environment but because I’m still a nervous driver especially in snow and ice; I freaked out when I tapped a garbage can in our driveway, although, to be fair, I never got over tapping cones while practicing driving with Mom and failing the driver’s test the first time.

It’s only two days after Thanksgiving and there are already garlands with bulbs wrapped around the lampposts like pretty snakes topped with wreaths, the potted shrubs are adorned with lights, and lights border almost every shop window. We pass a Santa asking for donations until we see a cop haul him away, stating the guy has no permit and “It’s too early for scams, man.”

Doris’s Café is a medium-sized place between a bagel shop and clothes store with a wreath on the door, lights bordering the window, and even more holiday cheer inside. Small bows decorate the dividers between booths, a small white tree holds the wishes of low-income children in a corner, and strings of lights adorn the wooden order counter and to-go counter. The display case makes my mouth water from the vanilla cupcakes and brownies to the quesitos and tembleques. The seasonal specials like sugar cookies with frosting containing symbols of Hannukah, Christmas, or Kwanzaa are out. 

Mom and I order our usual: hot chocolate. We add the seasonal topping option of chocolate drizzle, whipped cream and a snowman-shaped marshmallow. We treat ourselves to flan too. We take the last available table. 

The owner, Doris Rivera, comes by the table as we wait for our orders. Her black curls are in a high ponytail with a red scrunchie and bright red nails nearly scrape my back as she hugs me then Mom.

I gesture to the surroundings. “Isn’t it early for holiday-themed clothes? November hasn’t ended yet.”

Other people might find me rude when I say stuff like this, though I don’t know why, but Doris laughs. “I love your honesty as usual. It’s never too early. You put up your Christmas tree, didn’t you? You don’t think that was too early?” When my eyes widen and I look away, Doris says, “Ha!”

Mom and Doris chat while I take off my gloves and whip out my phone to look at my blog. Ellie’s Film and TV Reviews has the least original title but I like to think the rating systems for tropes and diversity for movies, including TV movies, help it stand out, thus ten Followers instead of zero. 

I go to a teen comedy movie released on a streaming network that Robin starred in. I haven’t stopped thinking about her since our conversation with Bianca. I want to refresh my memory of this post and others relating to Robin. If she is a troublemaker or an ice queen, I want to know she’s at least worthy of my sister’s help, albeit through assisting Jane. If she is mean to Robin, I’ll call her out anyway because I’ve never mastered “the game” especially regarding other girls but I stopped trying to be neurotypical after many failed attempts at socialization and work.

I look at the tropes I listed for this movie: fake dating, insecure girl gains confidence, nerd and jock fall in love, small town, you get the picture. The trope rating was three out of five stars but the diversity rating was two out of five stars for having two people of color characters, no disability representation, and one gay character who fit the gay best friend stereotype with no goals of his own. 

The fun facts, another staple of my blog, include the fact that Robin was not the first choice for the role because they didn’t know if “Robin could pull off being sunny and energetic” due to her typecasting as snarky and rebellious and her real-life persona. However, her manager convinced the team to let Robin try out and they were pleasantly surprised.

Typecasting indicates Robin shares the personality of her characters but people could be wrong. I’m hoping everyone is wrong because I don’t want someone bullying or just being snippy with Bianca. People get frustrated with us, and I get that our so-called quirks and mistakes are frustrating, and we should be held accountable. But is it okay for people to always make us feel worthless?

Hot chocolate squeezes out of my cup that I was squeezing. “Crap!” I shout, wishing I’d chosen something else to stim with. “Sorry!”

Emilio, Doris’s son, helps me clean up the mess on the table and floor. 

“It’s okay. We get spills, like, twice a week,” Doris says. “Emilio, why don’t you tell them the good news?”

Emilio doesn’t meet our eyes, which I know are the same hazel as his mother’s as he stands. He also shares her high cheekbones and golden brown skin tone but he doesn’t share her confident stance. “I’m playing my guitar at open mic. Mom said I would, or else she’d make me attend as many holiday parties as possible. Ellie, I’m sure you understand.” 

I groan. “I can’t imagine. For what it’s worth, I’d like to hear you play.”

“You don’t come to open mics.”

I shrug. “Maybe I will. I try new things all the time.”

Mom nods. “That’s true. I still remember the mess you made from painting and decorating that birdhouse in our yard. Sometimes I wonder if I should cut you off from movies and shows.”

She’s referring to the fact that I try new things that I see in movies or shows, whether it’s an action movie (but non-life-threatening stuff like taking a self-defense course) or a wholesome family film (taking a pottery class). I put the activity I try or plan to try on each review on my blog. You’d think telling people I attended a glassblowing demonstration would increase my likes and followers but, alas, no.

“Maybe you should try it,” Doris tells Emilio. “Get out of your comfort zone.”

“I’m doing that already by performing,” Emilio says with an eye roll. “You don’t have to keep telling us autistic people to get out more.”

She lightly taps the side of his head. “Don’t roll your eyes at me. I mean try even more things. You might meet new people.”

“Way to shame me for my lack of friends in front of people.” But he smiles.

My stomach knots because I can relate all too well. I feel the need to defend him. “All the things I try haven’t made me new friends. One, I still stink at making them, and two, having fun should be enough.”

I get up to go to the bathroom as Mom asks Doris how her mom and cousins are doing in Puerto Rico. Alice Tanaka, one of the employees, passes me with a tray of hot chocolates. “Hi, Ellie! How are you?” She’s more festive than Doris with a fake diamond-studded green headband crowning her wavy black hair, green eye shadow making her light brown eyes pop, and tan cheeks and toned legs from constant hikes and jogging even in the cold (which I know from the few times I have had the guts to make small talk) glittering gold from bronzer.

We’re both seventeen-year-old high school juniors and love this café, but we couldn’t be more different, fashion aside. Alice is in many clubs including the volunteer club I dropped out of, and she has worked here for at least a year, so she’s not terrible at jobs like I am. 

“Good. You?”

“Same old. Super busy but the tips are great, so no complaints. So, I read your blog. It’s so good! I’m going to tell my friends about it.”

I feel warmer than I did drinking the hot chocolate. “You did?”

“Of course! I looked it up after you mentioned it. I watched that movie you recommended a few weeks ago, Do Revenge, and loved it!”

“I’m glad. So, what do you think of the things like the diversity ratings, the activities I try, and all that stuff?” My hand is squeezing the purple stress ball in my pocket. Squeezing stuff is one of my stims, and Bianca gave me this stress ball last year for Christmas. I’m surprised I haven’t broken it by now. Talking to people my age stresses me out.

“Amazing! I’m surprised you don’t have more followers. I’ll share it on my socials. Oh! I should deliver these hot cocoas before they get cold. Talk to you later!” She rushes to a table.

I smile on my way to the bathroom, a rare occurrence given that smiles are often to show others how one feels. I feel as bright as the golden bow at the top of the mirror, hoping I shine just as bright by gaining more online attention.

*
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A made-for-TV movie is the best way to end a cold day.

We’re snuggled up in snowman blankets with matching penguin socks in our living room watching the typical scenario of a corporate lady learning to appreciate the things that matter in a small town with help from a handsome farmer. No, wait, in this movie he’s a plumber. But it’s the same gist of a woman abandoning a lucrative career for a town she only spends a few weeks in and for a guy she just met. Bianca, Mom and I love these movies but they’re a guilty pleasure for a reason.

I love these movies for the hope and heartwarming themes as well as the awesomely decorated sets. If Mom could hire someone from these sets to decorate our house, she would. Bianca quickly got over the embarrassment of a slipup she made scheduling a meeting for Jane when she learned that she would accompany Jane to a holiday movie set. One reason I look forward to her visit is she is sneaking us a holiday decoration she swiped from the set. Normally, breaking a rule, let alone a law, would have us hyperventilating but we can make exceptions for holiday movies.

Mom doesn’t mind that I type notes for a review on my phone as we watch. I’ll praise the heartfelt atmosphere as usual with this type of film while reminding readers that one doesn’t have to give up everything to find happiness and belonging, and that romance isn’t the only way to change your life. Readers can get annoyed that I bring up for the thousandth time how much attention the love interest gets for helping someone change but bonds with new friends or reconnected families get nowhere near the same amount of attention. A comment on a previous post called me a bitter aromantic and said aromanticism is fake, which took me days to get over despite knowing not to listen to trolls. 

This movie is one of the most diverse I have seen: the two main characters and most of the cast are Black, there are two characters in a same-sex relationship, and there is even a teen wheelchair user, whom a quick online search confirmed is played by a disabled actress. People also get tired when I keep writing about the progress movies still have to make with disability and neurodivergent rep.

“I think I’ll try ice skating,” I tell Mom.

Mom groans. “Don’t break your back just for your blog.”

“It’s not just for the blog. It’s to prove to myself I’m adventurous.” My hands clench into fists at the thought of ending up in a hospital or making an ass out of myself.

Mom notices and snorts. “You look so confident.”

I roll my eyes. “I have to try. It’s something we can try with Bianca if she’s not too busy.”

She purses her lips. “We can’t know how busy she’ll be watching after a star. But fingers crossed.”

I squeeze the blanket as I contemplate how much different this holiday season will be despite Bianca returning.
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