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It would have been a lovely dinner for Lana and Henry, but it was to be the last one before her parents abandoned her childhood home. And her mother was cooking for her father’s new bride. Lana still couldn’t sort out how her sister had slithered out of this holiday obligation, and surreptitiously reached for Henry’s hand. At least he was here and supportive.

They had spent a companionable afternoon polishing silver and laying out the fine, bone china of her mother’s best set, passed down three generations now, and more delicate than Lana had remembered. The gilt was thin around the edges, but the pattern was still the same collection of pink flowers and traces of greenery she remembered from younger years, along with admonishments of “careful”.

The afternoon sun streamed in the window and sparked rainbows off the cut crystal stemware. Lana wondered why her mother had been persuaded to go to all this trouble, when her father’s betrayal was still so fresh. He had presented his divorce decree and marriage certificate almost in the same breath, weeks before Thanksgiving.

Only last year they’d enjoyed a cozy family gathering of just the four of their original family, plus Henry, plus whomever her sister had been dating at the time. It had been only slightly different from previous Thanksgiving meals, because her parents had been auditioning a Haitian maid to see whether she might fit in with the family dynamic as they approached retirement. Martine had been an odd duck her mother had finally released from service, when she’d found voodoo dolls stashed in the linen closet.

Dad had dismissed Mom’s concerns as ridiculous, scoffing at the notion that a quaint, local practice would have any impact on the girl’s ability to do her job.

Lana suspected her mother still harbored hope that the strange, new woman now in her family’s midst was just another nightmare from which she could wake up. After all, she had shown up with the same suddenness; she just wouldn’t be as easily banished.

At least Lana had been successful in enforcing the division of families. She sat with Henry and her mother in the kitchen, while the interloper and her adult children enjoyed the repast so carefully presented in the formal dining room. Lana drew the line at breaking bread in the same room as the woman who had convinced her father to cut his decades-old family ties.

Yet they were following all the old traditions: The 25-pound turkey was golden-brown and juicy; the cornbread stuffing paired perfectly with the giblet gravy; the sweet potatoes and mashed potatoes cried out for that topping too; the green beans with almond slivers; the Brussels sprouts with garlic and butter; the cranberry salad and jelly; and all the desserts. There would be the full complement of pies: Apple, cherry, pumpkin, and pecan—as well as the vanilla ice cream they had hand-cranked over the summer, during happier times. The tables would have groaned at their loads, had they not been divided between the rooms.

Henry and her mother were doing their best to carry on a normal conversation, but Lana was trapped in memories. She could see the marks on the door frame that showed how she and her sister had chased each other’s heights, until finally, in High School, Laney had surpassed her to become the willowy model that allowed her to travel in style to the exotic locales her photographers insisted she visit.

She could see the lighter patches on the wall where her mother’s collection of china plates from countries they had visited as a family were now missing—packed up and ready for the mover who was scheduled to arrive in the morning.

She measured the ceiling-height cabinets again in her mind’s eye, wondering if finally she might be tall enough to reach the top shelves.

If it weren’t for the full force of the traditions around this time of year, the room would be haunted by these echoes of the past.

The tinkling of glasses and cutlery from the next room rang false, and Lana strained to plug her ears against the inanities she kept anticipating. Her father’s false, hearty laugh was just another indicator that even he wasn’t entirely deaf to the peculiarities of this situation. She wondered that Leroy, Natalie, and Susan had agreed to attend their mother’s Thanksgiving in this new place. But then, they had seemed naive, traipsing up the sidewalk, all smiles, and welcoming her as their new sister.

She didn’t think she would friend them on Facebook.

For that matter, she wasn’t sure she would stay in touch with her father. His stated reasons for the change in their circumstances rang hollow; he just didn’t love her mother any more, but looked forward to being her friend.

He hadn’t even explained how—or when—he’d met his new wife. The whirlwind that came with her was entirely out of character for a man who’d distinguished himself in his career as a diplomat.

Lana continued to hope her mother would avoid that entanglement. After this betrayal, she couldn’t see the point of trusting his intentions. Why would he need to maintain friendly contact, other than to drive the knife deeper?

As if summoned by her uncharitable thoughts, her father appeared in the doorway. “Are you sure you don’t want to join us?”

Filling the silence quickly, Lana overrode her mother’s option to respond. “We’re comfortable where we are.”

Her mother stared at her plate. Her father hesitated a long moment. “I guess we’re ready for dessert then.”

Lana quickly went to the counter and started carrying pie dishes out to the sideboard. She managed to keep her back to the gathering and her eyes averted, but she still got shivers in the presence of the usurper. She and Henry had agreed they would abstain from the sweet course and help settle her mother in the guest room before making their escape.

Her mother had only picked at the food on her plate; there was no question whether she would eat pie.

“Mom. Come on. Let’s get the bed made and check to make sure the last of the boxes are in your car.”

Her mom, once the source of vitality and drive in the family, seemed to have aged even in the hours since their arrival. She shuffled along on Lana’s arm, staring at her feet, and surreptitiously wiping at the corners of her eyes.

Once they were safely out of earshot Lana repeated her earlier offer. “Mom. You know you don’t have to stay. You could ride home with us. I’m sure the dogs would love to see you again.”

“No. I’m tired. The plans are all settled. I don’t want to be any trouble.”

Lana strained to hear her quiet words and threw a worried glance back toward Henry. He shrugged. What else could they do?

They made short shrift of putting the sheets on the pull-out couch in the downstairs office, which once again showed signs of careful separation of family memorabilia. Lana had to shake her head when her mom appeared in the doorway, dressed in her old, flannel nightgown. She looked like a dried-up virgin, shrunk in on herself. Lana felt the uncomfortable echo of her own childhood as she pulled the covers back and patted the mattress, inviting her mother to lie down.

“Mom, I hate to leave you here. This just feels wrong.”

“Darling, you have your own life. I’m grateful you helped with the cooking today. At least your dad’s family is taking care of the clean-up. I need to be around to pack the last crate with the china in the morning, though.”

Lana pulled the covers up to her mother’s chin and kissed her on her cheek. “I love you. Call me if you need anything.”

By the time she turned back to face the room as she doused the lights, she could see her mom folded up in fetal position, determinedly asleep.

Hurrying up the stairs with Henry in tow, Lana was reminded of her childhood nightmare about being attacked by a monster released by too-lengthy pressure on the stairs. What kind of monster would live in this house with the new family here? And how was it her mother was being forced toward meager means, when her father was at fault for the failure of the marriage?

Her father waited at the top landing. “Is she settled?”

“Yes, Dad.” Lana could no longer bring herself to call him Daddy, the endearment name of younger days. She wasn’t sure he had noticed the change, either, given his general obliviousness in recent months. It made her fume to think he hadn’t noticed.

“I hope you’ll consider visiting regularly.”

Lana eyed her father closely. Why would he say that? She shrugged, noncommittal. “We’ll have to see what works out.”

His head dropped, marginally. Maybe he did have a sense of the strain she felt. “You’re welcome any time.”

“We’ll see. We have to get going before the traffic back into the city gets too bad. Our dogs will be waiting for their own dinner.” Lana trailed off into inanities to avoid another bridge-busting statement. She didn’t like her father for his shenanigans, but he was still her biological tie to being. She couldn’t cut him off entirely.

He reached out to hug her, but she side-stepped his embrace, electing instead to briefly kiss his cheek by way of cutting short the painful goodbye.

She made her escape out the front door, then realized Henry hadn’t followed. She heard the murmur of his voice and decided not to listen. The sun was low in the sky, but the vibrancy of colors on this late fall day was in direct contrast to how she felt.

When he finally showed up, she burrowed into his arms for a moment of comfort. He had news. “Your dad set aside a few other boxes he wants to make sure you have. They found some of your old stuff while they were dividing things.”

“Really? I wonder what he could be talking about.”

They heard the garage door opening. Lana’s dad stood framed in the
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