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To me, soul food is not that deep southern cuisine, that mama makes on Sundays after the Baptist revelry.  Soul food is any food or beverage that can restore your personal equilibrium, like a grilled cheese sandwich and a bowl of chicken soup after you spent all morning shoveling snow, or cool Italian ice at 4:00 pm when the mercury screams 95 degrees.  Late one wintry, Thursday night, as I drove home after the conclusion of a long workweek, I stopped for a bit of soul food and discovered a small truth regarding the human condition.


It was a chilly night, but not brutal.  There had been snow a few days before and the exhaust-coated, gray-black mounds of plowed snow lined the edges of the streets.  I was tired, but in no hurry to get home, because I didn’t have to get up early the next day.  I wanted coffee, and not just any coffee.  I wanted a large, Starbuck’s, decaffeinated, white chocolate mocha, sans the whipped cream.  I stopped by the green in Morristown, parallel parking with the driver side along the curb.  Unfortunately, I parked too close and when I opened the door it scraped the ridge of hardened snow that the sun failed to melt.  I could open the door just enough to climb out.  The icy footing proved too slippery to stand on.  One foot slid down the short slope till it found purchase on dry pavement, underneath the car body.  I came down on the other knee and navigated the curb, making my way along the side of the car, using it for support.  I was half standing at an angle and half walking on a bent knee, until I at last made it around the back end of the car.  I no longer wanted coffee; I needed coffee.


I crossed the street and entered the familiar shop.  The smell of espresso filled my nose, instantly reviving my weary soul, just as the warmth of the store knocked the chill from my bones.  I ordered, paid, left a tip, and collected my drink, as the ritual dictates.  Clutching my steaming cup with both hands, I went back out into the cold darkness, armed with a cup of soul food for the rest of the ride home.  I crossed the street once more, alternately blowing into the small hole in the lid and sipping gingerly from the cup of hot brew.   As I approached my car, I halted, wondering for a few seconds about the approach.  Logic was not invited to join me.


I chose to go back the same way I came, this time with the added burden of a paper cup filled to the brim with a piping hot liquid.  I kicked at the snow, roughing out a foothold.  It worked.  I didn’t slip.  With my right hand on the car for balance, I then tried to do it for my right foot.  The ice was harder but I managed another step.  Next, I tried the left again, but this time when I shifted my weight to that foot, I lost traction and went down.  My left foot slid down the mound past my right foot and underneath the car, so that my legs were crossed in a painful pretzel.  As I was going down I thought, “Save the coffee!” and I reached out to my fullest extension and placed the cup on the roof of the car.  Jammed under the car, sitting in an awkward perversion of a yoga position, I took a bath in white chocolate mocha, when my coffee lost its precarious balance and came tumbling after me.  


My pride hurt more than anything else, as I climbed into my car, wet, soiled, and reeking with a sweet, intoxicating aroma.  Driving home, contemplating my monumentally moronic actions, I laughed at myself.  In retrospect, I should have slide through from the passenger side (I have a bench seat and it would have been easy) or at very least I should have put the coffee in the car from the passenger side.  A dose of humiliation can make a stubborn, willful, over-confident person, like myself, more human.  Every little embarrassment or personal indignity I have suffered, especially those self-inflicted remind me that I am no more or less flawed than anyone else, and that it is good to find humor in the mundane.  Humiliation is soul food, too.
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