I'll take Sponge Bob toothpaste over paying for a checked bag
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Brushing my teeth the morning I leave for Southern California, I realize that if I don't pack my own toothpaste I will end up using my granddaughter, Julia's, Sponge Bob Square Pants bubble gum-flavored toothpaste while I'm there. 

And that would be worse than going around with bad breath for the whole week. 

Sometimes it's hard to decide what I will take and what I will leave home if I'm trying to pack as tightly as I can. The airlines themselves furthered this crisis when they started charging $20 and up for every checked bag you bring along on your trip. 

Twenty bucks to check a bag? That's at least two cups of coffee at the airport, and given the choice I'd rather see what I can cram into a carry-on and avoid the fee. 

But packing lightly is probably a God-given talent that some people have - like playing the piano or having visions - that others of us in our plebeian ways just don't get. First of all, it's hard to plan when you're going from an area where the temperatures are already dipping into the freezing zone to a land where the sun never ceases to shine. Where the mercury nudges the 100-degree mark, even in November, and where you can get a sunburn if you're not careful. So I'll board the plane wearing jeans, a turtleneck sweater, a fleece and a jacket and I'll arrive at LAX sweating like a hog because I'm so overdressed. 

Ever since the airlines began charging for checked bags, more people pack their belongings into carry-on bags that can be stashed under a seat or in the luggage rack above the seats of the aircraft. In some ways this seems like a reasonable solution. But if you, like me, have a tendency toward claustrophobia and, at the end of a tiresome flight, just want to get off that airplane as fast as you can, it's aggravating to have to wait, wait, wait while some old lady ahead of you struggles to get her carry-on, which is way too heavy for her to manage in the first place, out of the overhead bin. And, really, I shouldn't be criticizing old ladies, since I am one. 

What I'm saying is that old ladies like me should not be forced to carry on our baggage just to save the checked baggage fee. It's cruel and it cuts into our travel budget, which, if we didn't have to pay to check our luggage, we could use to buy fudge for our grandchildren. 

But, especially since 9-11, the airlines have had to cut their costs every way they can to stay in business and still attract travelers. Most now charge for checked baggage. Few offer in-flight food service, other than a small package of peanuts and a soft drink. Others charge to go to the bathroom (not really, but it helps to make my point). 

I'm all for saving money. I don't have bucks to burn. But forcing me to stuff a week's worth of necessities into one small bag requires some picking and choosing. And toothpaste, since it could be turned into a bomb - God knows how, but it's been done - is one of those things I leave behind, thinking I can borrow it from the people I'm staying with. 

That is, unless I'm staying with my 3-year-old granddaughter, Julia, who brushes with the Sponge Bob Square Pants flavor. It makes me gag. I guess that's just a small inconvenience compared to paying $20 to pack my own toothpaste and having to check my bags at the airport. 
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