BRINGING OJAI BACK EAST

BY MARIA NATION

Ojai in February is never quite as warm as the Ojai of my
imagination promises me it’s going to be, but each year I
forget this and each year I make my weeklong visit, ostensibly
to meet with producers or the networks about this or that
writing project, but really to see my family and thaw out. After
six months of below-30-degree weather in Massachusetts,
waking up to my sister's garden, so oddly in bloom in
February, makes me imagine the exclamations of the first
pioneers who escaped the frigid East and found themselves in
this bizarre Shangri La where the apricot trees are blooming
and fruit is heavy on the citrus trees in the middle of winter.

“Holy s***, Paradise!” might not be the exact phrasing
they came up with, but it must have been close. When you
garden and cook and live by the climactic rhythms of a place,
when you are so intimately tied to the seasons of your own
home, and when that home happens to be on the East Coast,
Ojai’s winter wonders seem slightly unnatural, and enjoying
them an illicic pleasure, maybe like a Puritan sinking his
mouth into a luscious fig and thinking, vaguely, of sex.

My week in Ojai is always too short so we fill it up, my
sister and I, with garden strolls, hikes on Shelf Road, lots of
cooking and, of course, her evening ritual of finding the ripest
lime on her tree for our icy margaritas, which we sip with salty
chips, piquant guacamole and spicy gossip. Often my sister’s
ritual is enjoyed sitting on her steps waiting for the “pink
moment” and watching her chickens peck about in the
garden. More often, my winter visits require margaritas in
front of her kitchen fireplace, in which case we watch the
chickens peck at the glass door, wanting to come in. Either
way, | confess, I start to look forward to this evening ritual
pretty much right after I wake up in the morning, an
indication not of my alcoholic tendencies as much as it is a
nod to the reliable pleasure of looking back at full day spent
in paradise in February.

Not long after my sister moved to Ojai she vowed she
would never buy another avocado because, with enough
friends and/or a little “looking,” avocados are so plentiful all
around. At the risk of sounding like were the drunken
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thievery sisters, it seems her never-buy vow has now expanded
to include citrus fruits as well because her kitchen basket was,
on this last trip, brimming with Pixies, blood oranges, Meyer
lemons, tangerines, oranges of sundry variety, as well as
avocados. When my week was up and it was time to leave she
sent me packing with an armful of the fruit. A big armful. I
packed it carefully, like precious cargo, debating whether carry
on was safer than check in.

Flying in the age of Homeland Security has become a
bizarre game of Name That Forbidden Object. Just when you
get used to wearing viewer-worthy socks under your slip-off
shoes, the game has shifted and you get nabbed for some
antique nail clipper you forgot you owned because it long ago
got lost in some never-used pocket of your toiletries kit.
Standing in the airport perp-walk waiting to be frisked, I
worried about my precious Ojai loot and hoped that no one
had deemed Pixie tangerines an impediment to safe travel.
Having checked my stash, it would be hours before I knew the
answer. (And, for the record, I trust the nation exhaled a
collective sigh of relief once my ChapStick and hand cream
were securely locked up in an FAA-approved zip-lock baggie.)

My annual Ojai week is always unequivocally over as soon
as I step out of the Hartford airport. February, the rea/
February, spits, sleets, snows, slushes or slaps you in a jolting,
frigid homecoming embrace. “Welcome home” blasts the neg-
ative zero wind chill straight into your face. On this return I
clutched my Ojai cargo, happy it survived Homeland Security

and sniffing dogs, and
determined not to lose it
now to an arctic blast
rocketing out of Canada.
In the morning, with
the Berkshires sky as gray
as when I left and with all
hint of spring’s brilliance
still silent and buried
under a foot of ice and
snow, I piled my Ojai
treasures in a bowl and set
it on my kitchen counter,

My Dear:

They are
talking about
frankly, we're
quite pleased.

al
It could

just like my sister does in
her kitchen. I noticed the
avocados were just hours ol ay wdider everyane
away from their absolute who is anyone shops and dines at
peak, and in a flash I real-
ized how I could extend
my Ojai week for one
more night. I called a bunch of friends and invited them to
dinner. Having a bowl of tree-ripened citrus and avocados on
one’s counter is a gift. Sharing it, a gift doubled.

That night, with the temperature dipping to well below
zero outside, my friends shed their enormous winter coats,
unfurled their long wool scarves and, with winter-chapped
hands, lifted an icy cold, crimson martini to their lips. “It’s a
Blood Orange Martini,” I smiled, watching their faces react.
“My sister and I picked it ourselves, right off the tree. In
Ojai.” It was the first taste of a dinner that, course by course,
brought little hints of Shangri La home to the land of the
Puritans. I believe this will become a new ritual; Ojai in the
Berkshires.

Ojai Menu for Berkshires Friends

* Ojai Valley hand-picked Blood Orange Martini

* Perfectly ripe Ojai avocado and jicama salad,
dressed with Ojai lemon, salt and a pinch of cumin

* Chasen’s chili, in honor of my sister’s birthday and
Hollywood’s glamour days

* Lemon tart made with Ojai Meyer lemons
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