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How to Sweeten a Mother-in-Law


By Stephanie Beck


“A vegetable? Your mother honestly wants me to bring a vegetable to Thanksgiving? Why does she hate me so much?”


Thomas had learned his lesson about answering that question and he fought himself not to sigh at the repeated conversation. His wife was a sweetheart, but she didn’t see eye to eye with his mother very often. To be perfectly honest, the two were oil and water since the day they met. Lela was a beautiful handful of curves, dark curly hair and laughter. His mother was tall, lithe and the reigning queen of deportment. They probably would have gotten along if his mother’s favorite bowl hadn’t gone missing during the first Christmas Lela joined them. Ever since then his mother had been one insult away from going too far.


“Honey, I don’t think she hates you. I mean, she did ask you to bring something. That’s a good thing.” Thomas tried not to sound like a pushover, but helping the two main women in his life find center ground wasn’t easy work. He loved them both, but in month six of marriage, he was seeing that he might have to make a choice.


“Sure, but I bet she won’t let me in the kitchen,” Lela said and then laughed. “Listen to me! I don’t even like cooking, but your mother makes me mental. I’ll probably waste the week messing with recipes and on Thanksgiving, just watch, she’ll ‘forget’ to put my dish out and I don’t know, toss it like she did to your aunt last year.”


That was something his mother would do and it made him feel small. He was a grown man, had passed the bar exam and even made associate partner at his law firm the year before, but his mother’s antics made him feel powerless. Until his mother found her bowl or until something bigger and more irritating came along, the problems would remain. Looking at Lela, the woman he adored, Thomas finally picked his side and stepped closer, hugging her tight.


“Well honey, if she does, that’s her being a cranky toddler and has nothing to do with your fine cooking. This is what you and I are going to do. We’re going to head to the farmer’s market and hit the Internet for some great recipes. We’ll spend the week cooking with a little wine and some good music. Doesn’t that sound nice?”


She sighed and snuggled closer. At least the tension that seemed to escalate between Lela and his mother hadn’t trickled into their relationship.


“It does sound good, Thomas,” she admitted, but she didn’t sound excited.


“Come on, sweetie. It’ll be fun. And we’ll head to the store and find some ridiculously expensive, wasteful disposable serving dish so it’ll be all ready and you won’t even have to approach the kitchen. My aunts should be there too and I think if we plan this right, you won’t have to talk to my mother.”


Lela pulled back in his arms, her eyes wide with hope. “You promise?”


Thomas smiled and kissed her upturned lips, so full, so soft. “I do promise. Now come on—let’s start looking for recipes. Mark my words. This will be the best Thanksgiving yet.”


* * *


“Thomas, please pass the turkey.”


Lela wanted to crawl under the table. So far Marcia hadn’t said a word to her and while Lela appreciated the silence, the animosity was getting thick. Thomas had stayed glued to her side and his aunts and cousins were as sweet as ever, but for once, Lela almost wished Marcia would speak to her.


“It’s right in front of Lela, Mom. Why not ask her?” Thomas said and Lela froze. Despite his profession, Thomas really wasn’t a confrontational man in his personal life. He could go toe to toe with another lawyer in front of a judge, but when his mother asked Lela if she really thought it was right that she wear white to her wedding, her husband-to-be remained markedly silent. Lela loved that he was taking a stand, but she wished he’d picked a different time.


“Well of course I could, but I’d really rather she didn’t touch that serving dish. It came from my great grandmother and well, I want to keep it.”


Thomas’ father coughed loud and one of Marcia’s sisters gasped.


Lela only smiled and picked up the sweet potatoes she and Thomas had brought and looked to the elder Carmike. “Here you go, James. Thomas thought you’d really like these.”


“What are those anyway?” Marcia demanded. “And Thomas, pass the turkey.”


“Sweet potato casserole—I mean hot dish. We are in Minnesota and of course it can only be a hot dish,” Lela amended with a quick smile for her husband who put his arm around her shoulders after passing the turkey. “It’s roasted sweet potatoes and bananas along with caramelized pecans.”


Thomas’ father perked up and accepted the dish, much too expensive for being disposable, but worth it to Lela for not having to worry about washing it later.


“That sounds damn good.” James was an old-fashioned kind of guy and he liked his sweets. Thomas had wanted the marshmallow yams, but Lela was glad they’d waited for the right recipe and the look on James’ face when he took a bite said they’d hit the nail on the head. “Oh man, Marcia, you gotta try this. Bill, Sam—you won’t believe this stuff.”


A little pride swelled and Lela didn’t hate it. She and Thomas had worked hard on the dish and from the test runs, it was really yummy. Without a marshmallow in sight, it was relatively healthy but tasted absolutely sinful.


“What a waste of a sweet potato,” Marcia said and passed the bowl on without taking any. “And that bowl is a waste too. I saw how much they were at the store. It’s a single dish, Lela, no reason you can’t wash it. Next year I say we only use ceramic and fine china for holidays. I don’t want the good traditions of the past thrown out for convenience.”


“Whatever you say, Mom,” Thomas said over a bite of turkey. Lela took a bite of her own and had to admit it was delicious. For all her griping and bitching, Marcia was an excellent cook. “This just seemed like the way to go to avoid you bitching at Lela over a stupid bowl.”


Everyone froze after Thomas’ words, Lela included. She nearly choked on her bite, but didn’t want to move to get a drink and risk drawing attention to herself. The dish was something they all knew about, but no one brought up for fear of Marcia turning her bile toward them. Thomas didn’t seem affected though, he just kept chewing.


“Watch your language young man,” Marcia hissed, and very slowly Lela reached for her water glass.


“Oh you mean like you did on the message you left two weeks ago when you came by our house while we were gone and searched everywhere?” Thomas asked. He sounded like he was ordering a hamburger and not throwing a bunch of feral cats in a sack. “I believe your note said to tell my klepto, thieving wife to return your dish or you’d really make her miserable.”


Lela hadn’t heard anything about that note or about Marcia’s scavenger hunt, but from the daggers the older woman was shooting at her son, Lela assumed it was true. Thomas must have kept it from her to try to keep the tentative peace.


“Marcia, tell me you didn’t do that,” James demanded, back to eating, though the others were still taking their time.


“I—I don’t have to justify anything to anyone.” Marcia poured herself a small glass of white wine, but didn’t back down even in the slightest. “All I know is that Lela stole—stole that bowl, and now she’s at my table, eating my food and acting like she’s got a place in this family.”


Thomas slammed down his knife and fork and stood. Lela, hurt but mainly confused, pushed her chair back, ready to follow her man wherever he wanted to go.


“Okay, this is over. Who the hell took the bowl?” Thomas glared around the table. “This has been going on too long and I know for a fact Lela, my wife and the woman I love, did not do it so it had to be someone here. Once and for all we are going to figure this out or, Mother, I will never attend another family function again.”


“Don’t be so dramatic,” Marcia snapped. “Just sit and eat. You’re being rude to my guests.”


Instead of doing as his mother said, Thomas turned to the two men beside his father. Lela looked too and saw Marcia’s brothers-in-law avoid eye contact.


“Did you do it, Uncle Bill? I know last year Mom let Rufus pee in the backseat of your car. Did you take the bowl to get back at her?”


“My Rufus would never do—”


“Oh shut it, Marcia,” Bill said. “Your dog ruined that car. Even after I had it cleaned, the stink didn’t leave. The trade-in value was horrible, but I didn’t take the bowl. If I had, I would have come clean the minute she laid into Lela about it. No, my little revenge last year was spilling the red wine on the sofa in the den and covering it with a pillow.”


“That ruined my sofa.” Marcia banged her hand against the table and Lela bit back a giggle. Just desserts really, but she wasn’t about to draw attention now that it was so firmly away. “I couldn’t even have it cleaned and the style was discontinued so I had to buy a whole new set!”


“Good.” Bill sent the furious woman a little salute with his wine glass before taking a big drink. “Ahhh, feels good to have that off my chest. Thanks, Tommy.”


Lela picked up her fork and tried the green bean casserole. It was delicious, creamy and with just the right amount of onions. Everyone was looking
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