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Before the lean times came, people chose all kinds of outlandish gifts for holiday giving.

I'm talking bras studded with diamonds, super-powerful flashlights that can send a beam of light across 600 yards of darkness
into the bedroom window of some poor guy trying to take his socks off, body scans that reveal all the things that will one day kill
you.

Luxury items, in other words.
But 15 months into this downturn, very different gifts are being offered:

Now it’s all novelty items, “novelty” meaning you can get past the crucial 60 seconds it takes the recipient to open the thing and
be three rooms away with the eggnog before it either breaks or is discovered to be utterly useless.

Some such items are: teensy flashlights so small they’re only good for shining inside people’s nostrils and not very far inside
them either, small battery-powered radios shaped like professional football players and a 15-inch stuffed bear holding a guitar
who sings “Thank God I'm a Country Boy” when you push its button.

But comfort ye my people because I bring you glad tidings of great joy: To succeed at holiday gift-giving, you don’t have to worry
about what you SHOULD give the people on your list; instead, just focus on what you SHOULDN'T give them and all will be
well.

Those things to stay away from are these:

One, DNA kits promising to show where on God’s green earth your ancestors came from. Save your money. The cheek swab
hurts like hell and we all come from Africa.

Two, self-improvement books, which send a very bad message when you give them as gifts: You Talk Too Much, You're Boring,
Should You Be Eating That? These are the inferences hidden in all such tomes, and who needs to hear that over the holidays?

Three, nonfiction in general. People are always giving my poor husband 1,000-page histories of this or that. It's like assigning
someone a term paper over winter vacation. (At the same time, it should be said that there’s no finer magic carpet than a book,
so gift certificates are safe - and if the person spends the whole amount on Cream-Cheese-Double-Fudge Lattes in the bookstore
café, well that’s not your business.)

Four, music. Music is as iffy as books unless you're going the gift-certificate route and the person has an iPod, because CDs are
on the way out, babe. By 2015 they’ll be nothing to play them on, and a whole nation of people over 30 will be using them as
coasters.

And finally ...

Five, any type of compression garment for the female in your life, because corsets, as they have been called since dinosaur
times, also send a very bad message. Your lady will get spitting mad just trying to don the thing - and you’d better hire someone
to help her get out of it unless YOU want to be on hand for that even more troubling exercise. Off the body these compression
garments are the size of tea cozies. I myself was talked into buying one once and I am here to tell you: it’s too tight even for my
cat.

So print this list, head for your favorite discount drug store and remember: Just about everyone is glad to get a big pack of gum
and a brand-new tube of lip balm.

Write Terry at terrymarotta@uverizon.net or ¢/o Ravenscroft press P.O. Box 270, Winchester, MA 01890; then go to her
blog “Exit Only” to see her cat and the compression garment sharing the same patch of real estate.
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