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      What should have been an unusual Thanksgiving seemed oddly traditional, almost normal, until Lucy spotted the strange thing in the refrigerator.

      The formal dining room of the house she’d grown up in positively glowed with harvest feast cheer. The sturdy oak table that had almost always been round while she was a kid sported all three leaves, transforming it from a table for four into a long table for twelve.

      A broad rusty-orange runner down the middle was new but welcome. With the heavy fabric embellished with acorns and autumn oak leaves and bundles of crimson cranberries, it made the old table feel brand new.

      A line of stout golden candles marched down the middle of the runner with little wreaths of leaves around the bottoms. None of them were lit yet, but Lucy thought the candlelight would be lovely against the rippled glass in the big china cabinets.

      Those cabinets—passed down through her father’s family for generations—mostly stood empty today. Twelve places were set with tan plates accented with a raised green vine all around the edges, another new touch Lucy quite enjoyed. The first kids’ table they’d needed for many years had a similar festive air adjusted for the under-eighteen crowd.

      Turned out her mother had been happy to leave the massive cabinets behind, but she wasn’t about to leave her own mother’s white china with gold edging. The cabinets remained here in St. Louis, while Lucy’s mother, her china, and not all that many other things had made the trip up to Chicago about eight years ago.

      Out in the living room, an overwhelming number of people gathered around the brick fireplace Lucy remembered and loved so. Not watching football, not yet. That would wait until after what promised to be a belt-and-pants-loosening dinner.

      Instead the crowd was actually talking (a modern holiday miracle), with phones only in use to show off photos of vacations, pets, and family members who weren’t there for their first blended Thanksgiving. Sharing the tart and delicious cranberry spritzers that her father’s new wife Tina had made after Lucy suggested leaving alcohol off the menu.

      Tina, who’d married Lucy’s father back in the spring, had done amazingly well at the hard task of fitting into Lucy’s tight-knit family, as well as into her childhood home. Today’s test of the first major holiday together was a tough one that showed promise of going well.

      Lucy only hoped the day continued to go well when her brother Jacob finally arrived.

      Tina and her oldest son Greg had brought out cute trays of sliced fruit, vegetables, and cheese. Enough to keep everyone happily getting to know each other without getting hangry, but light enough that the main event would still be appreciated. A plate of tiny little slices of pumpernickel bread harkened back to Lucy’s Seventies and Eighties childhood, while the whole-grain crackers kept everything grounded in the present.

      Tina had confided to Lucy that she’d bought it all pre-sliced to save time and cut down on stress, a big party approach Lucy heartily approved of.

      Lucy’s wife Jana was currently settled in with their new nieces and nephews, showing off photos of the dogs and cats they’d boarded back in Atlanta. The idea of having four-legged cousins had tickled the kids from the first time they’d met, and the demand to see pictures always followed close behind the greeting hugs.

      Lucy had spent the last hour happily engaged with their herd of new step-brothers, exchanging childhood exploits they were willing to talk about in front of their parents. Lucy understood perfectly that even well into your thirties and forties, some of the questionable activities of youth were better left unsaid.

      Still, she’d jumped at the chance to come out to the kitchen when the supply of spicy brown mustard for the bread ran low. Not out of a desperate need for teeny little sandwiches, though that had her internal nostalgia gauge pleasantly in the red.

      Lucy wanted a moment to herself. A brief bit of time to think, to settle down the strangeness of having people who’d only been in her life for a couple of years gathered in her lifelong home. And trying her best not to mention Jacob in any of her youthful exploits that involved alcohol left her in a swirling undercurrent of sadness and regret.

      Worry about what might happen when he showed up didn’t mix well with memories of how badly things had gone for him at dad and Tina’s wedding.

      She ignored all the various side dishes either in progress or fully prepared all over the cooktop and the huge granite island in the kitchen. Her mouth watered and her stomach growled at the amazing scent of the silvery foil-covered turkey resting on the counter. Tina and Greg had given the one-hour warning a while back when they brought out more spritzer and took their chance to join in the gossip and chatter for a bit.

      Lucy and Jana were much more of the we’ll-go-out-for-a-big-meal-with-friends variety than cook-at-home types, but Lucy admired the planning and coordination happily on display.

      Instead of checking on things—and interfering with Tina and Greg’s arrangements and careful timetable for the meal—Lucy went straight for the big double-door stainless steel refrigerator. A much-needed upgrade of a crotchety old Nineties model Tina had been perfectly right to refuse to put up with.

      And that was when she spotted the strange thing, at least to her Midwestern-turned-Southerner eyes. The fridge was packed full for the day, of course, and she’d have a challenge picking a small jar of spicy brown mustard out of the other jars and boxes and bundles and cartons.

      There, right on the second shelf down on the left, sat a jar of Duke’s Mayonnaise right beside a jar of Kraft Miracle Whip.

      Lucy stared for a second, then snorted out laughter.

      No, this would never make any sort of news or society commentary, in the South or the Midwest. Tina’s North Carolina origins, making her technically another Southerner, explained the odd import. Pretty much anyone outside of those regions probably wouldn’t understand what had struck Lucy so funny.

      If she hadn’t been so over-peopled already this afternoon, she might not have either.

      But whatever the cause, the essential tomato sandwich condiment of the South sitting so comfortably alongside the Midwestern staple made Lucy giggle. It somehow represented the oddity of finding herself in a newly blended family when she was forty-four years old.

      She sighed and shook her head, then snaked her hand along the crowded top shelf and grabbed the mustard. The only person who shared her odd combination of smart-ass and sentimental humor was Jacob, and he was a good half an hour late going by his last text saying his plane had landed.

      She fought back a wave of guilt about not finding a way to pick him up at the airport instead of listening to his calm insistence that he’d get himself to the house. She and Jana had flown and taken the train instead of renting a car, but asking her dad to borrow his wouldn’t have been unreasonable.

      The next breaker rolling in on the rising guilt tide was how many huge liquor stores were between the airport and their father’s house. All of them probably still open this early on Thanksgiving, and perfectly willing to take her little brother’s money.

      And his fragile new sobriety right along with it.

      “Get a grip, Lucy,” she said quietly. “He keeps telling you, Jana keeps telling you, your therapist keeps telling you, mom and dad keep telling you.” She took a deep breath and told it to herself. “I am not my brother’s keeper.”

      She almost dropped the mustard at a deep voice from right behind her.

      “Never thought I hear you say that out loud.”

      Jacob stood there, backpack in hand, grinning like the goofy, exasperating kid he’d been before so many things went wrong. His wavy brown hair was a little shaggy around the edges, but the neat beard suited him.

      Best of all, his face was no longer swollen and puffy and blotched with broken blood vessels. And his blue eyes were clear and alert.

      Jacob looked healthy and happy.

      Lucy hugged him tight, relieved she didn’t smell anything more than the brisk cold outside on his brown coat or his breath, upset with herself for checking.

      He hugged her back harder than he had in a long time.

      “I was about to call out the search party,” she said.

      “I know, I’m really sorry about that. Getting out of the airport was insane, and Rick and I got to talking. Entirely my fault. I should have called you.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re here now,” Lucy said. “Everyone will be. Is Rick someone we knew from high school?”

      Jacob managed to tuck his coat into the overstuffed coat rack by the kitchen door, then dropped his backpack under the multicolored clutter.

      “Nah, he’s my sober-buddy up here. We’ve been in touch for a few weeks, ever since I decided to make the trip. He offered to pick me up, get me to a couple of meetings, drop me off on Saturday. I wanted to walk in on my own today, but he’ll say hi at some point. He’s a good guy, Lu.”

      Lucy blinked, surprised and then embarrassed. She’d tried to keep her voice calm and her face neutral instead of suspicious, but probably hadn’t managed. Either that or Jacob knew what she’d been thinking earlier about him stopping by every liquor store all the way here.

      She hadn’t exactly been quiet or overly trusting in the past.

      “Sounds like he’s a great guy,” she said, smiling and hoping her face wasn’t too red. “And you look great, Jacob.”

      He ducked his head and blushed, reminding her even more of the sweet kid he’d been so long ago. The general din of conversation got louder, then started moving toward them.

      Apparently they’d decided the turkey had rested long enough.

      “You look great too,” Jacob said. “Married life suits you. Sounds like I made it just in time. I’m starving.”
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      Lucy forgot all about the scandalous Miracle Whip/Duke’s arrangement as she watched Jacob greeting everyone back in the dining room. A smiling Greg got the first hug on his way back into the kitchen, his tall, lanky build and short blond hair quite a contrast to Jacob.

      Greg’s easy and enthusiastic welcome set the tone, and the whole crowd followed suit. Lucy spotted her dad wiping at his eyes around the same time Jana caught her doing the same.

      “How’s he doing?” Jana said, slipping her fingers through Lucy’s.

      “He seems good to me. Has a few meetings planned, and someone to talk to up here. Calmer than last time.”

      Lucy couldn’t bring herself to mention the wedding, not while she was looking at everyone so relaxed and happy. That day, she’d tried to get Jacob to talk to her, to explain why he was so tense and keyed up. Why his face looked too thin and too puffy at the same time.

      He’d been sober for a year by then, but he didn’t seem the least bit stable.

      She’d finally understood when she walked around the corner in the reception hall, barefoot and quiet because her shoes pinched horribly.

      She’d caught Jacob slipping a black flask back into his tuxedo pocket.

      An entirely predictable and whispered fight followed, one Lucy felt bad about every day since. Turned out Jacob hadn’t taken one sip out of that flask when she caught him.

      He’d just drained it. And not for the first time that day.

      By the time he stormed off, no longer whispering, the big dose of booze had kicked in. After a few choice and very loud words to the whole family that Lucy still didn’t want to think about, he’d left. Thankfully in a ride share rather than driving himself.

      He’d checked back into rehab a couple of days later.

      And Lucy had started her own therapy.

      Today, she didn’t see a trace of that furious Jacob. The one that still lurked inside her mind, ready to pounce and lash out in her nightmares.

      Jana squeezed her hand and brought her back to the much more pleasant reality.

      “How are you doing, sweetie?”

      “I’m good, too. Calmer than last time myself.”

      “Well, I’m thankful for that. And I’m thankful that Tina and Greg are about to stuff us all silly.”

      By the time everyone got settled around the long table—with the gorgeous turkey and ham and every side dish known to humanity making Lucy’s stomach rumble and stretch in anticipation—she was surprised to see Greg reach up to the only occupied shelf in the china cabinets. He passed around a set of delicate and lovely champagne flutes she’d never seen before.

      Unlike her mother’s intricate cut crystal version, these were plain except for a line of tiny flowers etched around the rim and
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