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After my father died, my mother went full-bore Grinch on the holidays.

Mind you, that was the private woman. The public Julia Reese was a very different person indeed. She could be counted on to organize gift drives for the area’s underprivileged youths, head the afterschool tutoring programs, run the Sunday morning activity center at her church, and volunteer to dispense food at the community Thanksgiving meal. Retirement hadn’t slowed her down one bit. As a matter of fact, it only gave her more time to organize and manage those around her.

When my grandparents had been alive, Thanksgiving and Christmas had been Big Deals in the Reese household. Each November and December, we’d pile into the car and travel to my grandparents’ house to eat the best food that had ever been cooked and open the most longed-for gifts under a magical tree in a house that saw no problems putting Rudolph beside Baby Jesus in a mantelpiece Nativity display. Grandpa Reese had grown his own vegetables, and Grandma Reese cooked them in the slow Southern style—with fatback and seasoning until they raised a white flag in surrender. No one converts vegetables into a little slice of heaven like a Southern woman. Nothing I’ve ever eaten since tasted half as good.

Fresh green beans with boiled new potatoes. Yeast rolls shining with brushed butter. A plump, juicy turkey browned to perfection with all the sides: candied yams topped with marshmallows, sweet, creamed corn, silky butterbeans, more potatoes (this time mashed and topped with gravy), some sort of fried stuffing Grandma Reese called “dressing,” as well as bite sized sausage balls—little mouthfuls of cheesy, savory perfection. There was never enough room on your plate for everything, so you had to go back for seconds.

And why make one dessert when five would do? I was always torn between pumpkin or the chocolate silk pie, both topped with meringue. Liz went for the cake every time, be it an applesauce cake, thick with nuts and raisins, lemon drizzle with a sweet, tart glaze, or her personal favorite, sour cream cake. Sometimes I dream of those wonderful family gatherings and the bliss that came from sitting down at my grandmother’s table. Of course, that may have something to do with the fact Mother hates cooking. She thinks if a little heat is good, a lot is better, and meals in her hands are usually burnt on the outside, raw in the middle, and without any seasoning whatsoever.

Liz and I tried our best to continue the family traditions after my grandparents passed. Liz was by far the better cook. I inherited my mother’s apathy for cooking, though I could be stirred by a seasonally-driven desire to bake around the holidays. We discovered it was a heck of a lot harder to get so much food prepared (and ready to serve hot at the same time) than we children had ever realized. Our grandmother must have prepped for days, and neither Liz with her full-time job and kids of her own nor I, working ten- and twelve-hour shifts as a veterinarian, had that kind of time. In fact, because I was single and childless, my employers insisted I work most holidays so that parents could be home with their kids. I was lucky if I got a few hours off on the holiday itself, and usually had to choose between Thanksgiving or Christmas. One of the few perks of becoming my own boss when I moved back to Greenbrier was the ability to take a day off if I wanted.

Liz had to split her holidays between our parents and her in-laws, and her husband, Dave, flat-out refused to make the long trek from Charlotte, N.C. to Greenbrier for a poorly cooked Thanksgiving dinner. I didn’t blame him. Without Liz, the cooking fell to me, and more often than not, dinner consisted of bone-dry turkey, store-bought rolls, with some lumpy mashed potatoes and canned green beans, none of which was at the right temperature. Most of my grandmother’s recipes had died with her, save for one or two favorites that Liz and I knew by heart.

After my father’s death, Mother stopped having Thanksgiving at the house altogether.

Instead, I was drafted into helping with the community dinner at Greenbrier Baptist, where the church ladies would get together and provide the kind of feast my grandmother used to do single-handedly. I think they looked upon the Thanksgiving dinner as a sort of membership drive, going all out to tempt the locals not affiliated with a congregation into attending church. Certainly, the tables groaned with the weight of the offerings, and we never failed to get a good turnout. How many of those stuffing their face with turkey and gravy actually attended services, I’ll never know. Mine is not to reason why.

l liked seeing the entire community get together for some great food and conversation. The smell in the prep area took me right back to my childhood and Grandma Reese’s kitchen. Being one of the youngest helpers, I could take over carrying the large foil pans out to the tables and lugging the heavy bags of trash out to the dumpster. I was also an excellent pot washer. Helping at the community dinner made me feel useful, something that goes a long way with me. Besides, once everyone was served, I could put together a plate of food ten times better than what I could make myself. Win-win for everyone.

Only I kept getting pushback from Mother as to when I could sit down and eat. Clearly, no one could eat before Pastor Boggs had said the blessing. Everyone knew that. But once the food had been blessed to the strength and nourishment of our bodies, even the other servers got a plate. I was supposed to wait until everyone had a chance to go back for seconds. The following year, it wasn’t until nearly everything was gone, and the church ladies were on the verge of scraping pans into the trash, that I was allowed a small nibble. But this past Thanksgiving, Mother stopped me from preparing myself a plate altogether.

“This food is for the poor people.”

She had her hands on her black pant-suited hips, and one foot tapping in annoyance. Like a miniature Darth Vadar just before she Force-Squeezed the life out of something.

I almost snapped back with “I am one of the poor people.” A year ago, that would have been true, but I’d inherited a respectable fortune since the previous Thanksgiving. So instead, I said, “Everyone’s been served, Mother. Even the other volunteers are eating now. And there’s plenty of food to go around. Have you seen the dessert table? There must be thirty different kinds of cake and pie out there.”

That didn’t cut any ice with her.

“Any food that’s left over can be sent home for those in need. Volunteers don’t need to eat.”

By this time, I had my hangry on. I’d been in the kitchen surrounded by the odor of roasting turkey, bubbling mac and cheese, and baking bread for hours, practically drooling in anticipation of sitting down to eat. Time to battle fire with fire. “Doesn’t it say in the Bible, ‘Thou shalt not muzzle the ox that treadeth out the corn. And, the labourer is worthy of his reward’?”

I thought quoting the King James Version was a nice touch. Those “thous” and “eths” made everything sound more authoritative.

My mother balled up a dish towel and tossed it on the counter beside the stacked plates for washing. “When you’re done cleaning up here, you can go. You don’t need to come back next year.”

If my life were a drama, I’d have stormed out, vowing never to darken her door again. Instead, I said in as mild a tone as possible, “I’ve been here for hours now. Everyone else is eating. I’m going to eat too.”

I picked up a plate, walked over to the platter of carved turkey, and speared several pieces with a fork. Mother bristled like a porcupine ready to sling quills and marched into the community room. I watched her go, and then glopped a ladle of mashed potatoes on my plate. 

A few years ago, such sharp disapproval from her would have felt like a face slap. Now I just sighed, knowing I’d have to deal with the fallout later, and helped myself to perhaps a bit more potatoes than I needed. Like Dolly Parton, I never met a spud I didn’t like.

It’s funny what exposure to murder and money can do for developing a backbone. Besides, the odds were high that come next Thanksgiving, she’d have forgotten all about this scene and would expect me to slip back into the oxen’s harness as though nothing had happened.

But that was still nearly a year away, and I had to get through Christmas first.

The weird thing is this year, I had a hankering for the Christmases of old. Maybe it was losing Amanda, one of my few friends. Maybe it was finally having a home that was more than one step up from a cardboard box. Quite possibly, the return of one former boyfriend and still heartthrob—aka Joe Donegan—to my hometown had me idly playing out Hallmark movie fantasies in my head. Either way, I wanted to celebrate and enjoy the season in a way I hadn’t done since I was a child.

Which is why almost as soon as the local radio station began playing Christmas music twenty-four seven, I was on the phone to my sister begging her to come home for the holidays. I say almost because seriously, the station starts earlier each year. At this point, they’re playing carols before Halloween is scarcely over, and I strongly believe in celebrating one seasonal event before starting on the next one. If I hear Bing Crosby crooning about a White Christmas before the first of December, I turn off the radio and search my playlists for some feminine rage songs. Don’t get me wrong, I love Bing. Just not before December 1st.

Therefore, I timed my call to Liz in the first week of December. Far enough past Thanksgiving that I felt it reasonable to talk about Christmas, but not so close to December 25th that Liz was locked into other plans. At least, that’s what I’d hoped.

“There’s no way we’re coming to Greenbrier this year. It’s our turn to see Dave’s parents.”

When Liz had that sort of implacable edge to her voice, I stood a better chance of shifting the Great Pyramid at Giza to my front yard than getting her to change her mind, but I had to try.

“Oh, c’mon, Liz. That alternating schedule isn’t set in stone.” I glanced around my kitchen, looking for some incentive to pull her in, and ended up sweeping Ming, the ancient Siamese I’d inherited with the house, off the counter where he didn’t belong. Insulted by my action, Ming flicked his tail in annoyance and shot daggers at with his eyes at Remington, my young German Shepherd, when he entered the room. Remy, being no dummy, decided that he didn’t see an angry cat on the floor in front of him and retreated to the dog bed in the corner.

“According to Mom, Christmas isn’t about gifts or food, which makes it a little grim on the visitation side of things.” Liz’s voice was so dry, if she’d been a patient, I’d have put in a catheter and started an IV fluid drip. “Especially for a six-hour drive round trip.”

I had my in.

“Ah, that’s the beauty of it this time. You wouldn’t have to come and go all on the same day. You could stay with me. I have plenty of room now.” Words I hadn’t planned on saying suddenly came out of my mouth. “As a matter of fact, we’ll have Christmas dinner here at my place.”

“At your place.” The first shaft of amusement lightened her tone. “You’d host Christmas for all of us? Decorate the house, bake the Christmas goodies, cook all the food, wrap all the presents? Because if there’s no food, decorations, or presents, no one is coming.”

Liz knew our mother well. If I hosted the family for Christmas, it would be up to me to do all the work. Aside from her personal Grinch-like attitude toward the holiday, Mother would have her own community events to organize, including the Greenbrier Christmas parade, and the annual Secret Santa gift drive. Believe me, it made my head spin too.

I nearly hesitated too long before responding. “Yes, of course I will. But the girls will be on school break, right? If you came down early, we could do all the cooking and baking together. It would be like old times.”

“Old times where I did most of the cooking, you mean.” She seemed to be weakening all the same. “I would like to see your new place. Have you done anything to make it your own? Put your stamp on it? Last time we talked, you said it didn’t feel like it belonged to you.”

I glanced around the large, sunny kitchen again. A few neglected herbs struggled to grow in pots along the windowsill above the sink, which was about my only contribution to a room I seldom spent time in, other than to work at my laptop situated in the breakfast nook. “I’m definitely getting used to living in such a nice place. As an artist, Amanda had lovely taste, and every room here at the farm is exquisite. Since I lost everything but the animals the fire last spring, there wasn’t anything of my own to bring with me when I moved in here.”

I didn’t say this was a blessing because my doublewide had been filled with nothing but Goodwill and garage sale rejects. My “taste” for the last twenty years was anything that was cheap or free.

“But it feels like you’re dishonoring Amanda’s memory by changing anything she left behind.” Liz nailed my feelings well enough to make me squirm on my end of the phone. “I doubt she’d want you to keep everything like a shrine to her memory.”

“If dog hair is anything to go by, Remy and I are slowly claiming our territory.” I eyed a tumbleweed of shepherd hair rolling gently across the floor that had I’d missed when I swept earlier that morning. “If it makes you feel any better, I bought a few fall decorations. A wreath for the door and some fake leaves around the living room window with fairy lights.”

Liz’s laugh caught me by surprise. “I thought you hated decorating for the seasons! You always made fun of me for doing that very same thing.”

“Okay, to be fair, I think it is a little odd to put something up for every random holiday, just to take it down again a few weeks later. Who has the time or energy?” I hoped I didn’t sound like I was raining on her parade. “When you live alone, it feels a little pointless, and just one more thing on an endless To Do list.”

“And yet you put up fake leaves. I bet you have tons of real, gorgeous, autumn leaves all over your property.” She sounded ever so slightly smug.

“I love fall. I’m a fall girl, okay?” I sounded defensive even to myself.

“You’re definitely not the only one. With the new subdivisions and all those bedroom commuters, Greenbrier would be smart to take advantage of their cozy hometown atmosphere and do a real Fall Festival next year. Time it with the peak color weekend.” Instead of sounding excited, the way Liz got whenever she suggested some sort of mad decorating project, she seemed somewhat distracted.

“That’s a terrific idea. You should come down and present it to the Town Council yourself.” I collected the nearly empty water bowl from the floor and took it over to the sink to refill it.

Remy sat up with tail-wagging hopefulness at the possibility of an early dinner, but I shook my head at him, holding the phone with one hand while I turned the faucet on with the other. Ming watched with slitted eyes, measured the distance from the floor to the counter, and leaped back to his former forbidden location with a swish of his tail.

“Why the hard sell to get us to come up for the holidays?” Suspicion tinted Liz’s question. “I’d have thought you’d have plans with Joe by now.”

Ugh. She had to hit on my most sensitive nerve. Like biting down on a tooth that seems solid, but you know there’s a crack in there somewhere because of the jolt of pain.

“Joe and I don’t really have that kind of relationship.” And I wasn’t sure I wanted another relationship with him, given the way ours had ended the first time. Some things are better left behind. High school boyfriends are one of them. Even if the boyfriend in question had only gotten hotter with time.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Ginny.” Irritation sharpened her response, and her reaction seemed disproportionate to the conversation. “If you haven’t figured out by now that Joe still has feelings for you, then you should just end things altogether.”

Where was this coming from? She sounded almost angry.

I took the time to place the water dish back on the floor before responding. “I’m not stopping him from asking anyone out. As a matter of fact, he hasn’t asked me out.”

Sure, we hung out together sometimes. He kept his horse on my farm, and we went on trail rides or took our dogs out hiking when we had the chance. Our schedules seldom allowed us to do more than grab the occasional dinner together. That hardly counted as dating. Or did it?

“He’s probably afraid you’ll bite his head off.”

“I doubt that’s it, given that his day job as sheriff is catching criminals.” Now it was my turn to mimic the dryness of a desert. “Joe’s a big boy. If he wants to ask me out, he’ll let me know.”

“Maybe it’s because he’s seen the videos of you.” Liz’s jab lost most of its punch due to her sudden wry amusement.

“Ha-ha. You should take that show on the road.”

“I would,” my evil sister said, “only someone in the family has already beaten me to internet celebrity status.”

Since Liz couldn’t see me, I facepalmed. I was never, ever going to live those viral videos down. It wasn’t that I sought out notoriety. Given how everyone with a camera phone was the next Steven Spielberg, a few of my spontaneous reactions to some... intense situations... had been caught on video. For some reason, they went viral. Of course, the endless memes and catchy music people added didn’t hurt. I admit, I laughed out loud to the one with the Wonder Woman theme song.

“For your information, Joe seems to think those videos are as funny as you do.” Which, given that each time, I’d shown a ridiculous amount of recklessness and attitude, was a plus in his favor. To change the subject, I added, “Besides, if you come down for Christmas, then I can invite Joe to join us. That is, if he’s not headed to Boca Raton to visit his parents.”

“Ugh.” Liz made a gagging sound. “I can’t imagine going to Florida for the holidays. While it’s unlikely you’ll get a white Christmas in Greenbrier, you at least stand a chance.”

“You don’t have to convince me. But some people would say the holidays are the best time to go to Florida. Besides, his parents are probably expecting him.”

“There is that.” It was unclear which part of my statement Liz agreed with. “He’ll probably stand a better chance of a good meal, too.”

“Hey!” I was insulted. “I’ll have you know that having the right kind of cookware and equipment makes a huge difference in the quality of the meal. I can cook if I have to.”

“Great cooks enjoy the process,” Liz said loftily.

“I intend to enjoy the process or die trying this year.”

“What?” Clearly, Liz was startled.

I sighed. “I haven’t really celebrated the holiday season properly for years. I thought if I threw myself into this time, I might find some of that old Christmas spirit.”

“Good luck with that.” Sarcasm grated in her voice.

“Anyway, even if there’s no food or gifts, Mother is expecting me over on Christmas. If you come here, we can at least control the festivities. Besides, unless you come, it would be just Joe with me and Mother.”

“So, you do think he’s afraid... just not of you.”

I could almost hear her grin through the phone signal.

“It’s not Joe I’m worried about. I don’t want to suffer terminal embarrassment without a buffer between Mother and anyone else.”

“I can’t blame you for that.” Liz snorted. “So, what are you getting him for Christmas?”

I blew air out through my lips. “Er, I got him a book off his wish list.”

“A book.” Liz’s response felt like there was a sneer attached to it. “Honey, you might as well buy him socks.”

I couldn’t help but get defensive over that. “Hey, he likes to read. That gives him high marks in my book. Most guys around here wouldn’t open anything other than a copy of Field and Stream or the swimsuit edition of Sports Illustrated.”

Not to mention, the best part about buying him the military sci-fi saga he wanted was that I would get to borrow it later.

Liz made a tsking sound through
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