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      Not everyone has fond memories of the holidays. Be it a family crisis or the lack of a family, burnt turkey or the lack of a turkey, sometimes our perfectly planned Norman Rockwell imaginings come out lopsided.

      

      These tales reflect the frustration of those not-so-pristine holidays. Something’s a tiny bit skewed—or totally amiss.

      

      Whether you need a short escape from Aunt Bertha’s blathering or a companion to hide away with while Uncle Rodger hooks up his RV in your backyard, Hijacked Holidays has you covered.

      

      Happy reading!

      

      
        
        B. A. Paul

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GOOD HELP

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Finding someone to take over long-established holiday traditions can be a tricky business.

      

      

      

      Faye dunked the last mixing bowl caked in brownie batter into the sink. The suds disappeared five dirty bowls and two spatulas ago and her preferred burn-the-hide-off water temperature for handwashing dishes was now only lukewarm. She’d done as much prep as possible for today—the last round of family would trickle in for the third and final holiday dinner of the season.

      She gazed out the window to her backyard as she absentmindedly swished the dishrag into the bowl. A towering oak taller than the house supported a rickety tree swing rope—minus the wooden seat. The frayed end danced in the breeze. She’d wanted her son to replace the seat before the holidays. Give the little ones a place to cut loose and feel the wind on their faces—instead of feeling the wrath of Faye inside for being too rambunctious around her vintage snowman collection.

      Her son was too busy, as were the sons-in-law.

      As were the grandsons-in-law and various fiancés capable of ladder-climbing and tree-swing seat replacing.

      She and Albert had created quite the brood. You’d think one of her guys could handle such a menial task. Faye never asked for much, but when she did, no one was available.

      What was that old nursery rhyme? Miss Muffet? The Old Maid?

      No. It was a chicken. The Red Hen or something like that.

      Good help was just so hard to come by. Faye felt like a molting red chicken. Carrying the load of family rearing alone as Albert galivanted across the country under the guise of providing for their family—which he did, for the most part—but it was Faye who made each penny stretch triple-time while Albert “stretched” his love out from coast to coast. Also triple-time, come to find out.

      When confronted, Albert had blamed his hot-trotting on being a red-headed stepchild with no good father figure. Nevertheless, he fathered a few red-headed children of his own, also with no real father figure around.

      Albert and Faye Crawley and their five children were dubbed the Crawley Crew by neighbors and social circles decades ago. All five of her kids natural redheads. All five grown, married, and relatively successful with multiple offspring of their own—not all redheads, thank goodness. And some of those children were bound and determined to make her Great Grandma Faye by the end of the upcoming year. With so many adults and jobs and travel in the mix, the three big holiday meals were a necessity.

      And she hosted and baked and cooked for each one, politely asking for help and being refused over and over.

      No one could cook like her, they said.

      They’d just be in the way, they said.

      No one could clean up to her liking, they said.

      She supposed they were right. She supposed her finickiness was the main reason most of her family dared not help her. But she knew her mind and she knew how things were to be. Especially in the realm of the kitchen.

      And more so in the realm of family affairs. Faye’s eldest grandson duly nick-named her Hawkeye. For if it happened in the Crawley family, Faye saw it. Sometimes before “it” even happened. A bad relationship. A bad financial decision. A bad turn of a teenager toward the dark side…

      If it weren’t for her and her hawk eyes, half of her brood would have wandered away to flail helplessly in the wind. Or been in jail.

      Or worse.

      Faye straightened her back. Pride surging through her spine. No. No one cared as much as Faye did, which gave her excellent eyesight over all things Crawly Crew. Like which marriage would last—she called two of the divorces three years before they happened, and squawked and henpecked, running off no fewer than three grandchildren’s fiancés. Or at least that’s what everyone else thought.

      That they ran away.

      Everyone except perhaps Gloria. That dear grandchild was special, gifted from above and from Faye’s influence with the all-seeing, all-feeling burden of watch care. Faye looked over her shoulder at Gloria who was standing in one of Faye’s old aprons, chopping onions and tomatoes for the salad. Faye touched a hand to her own apron pocket, the carefully wrapped gift was still in place. The box was no bigger than a deck of cards, but Faye was looking forward to gifting this tiny package more than anything in the world…

      Gloria was humming “Frosty the Snowman” as she went along her work, her bright blonde ponytail bobbing to the tune.

      Snowman.

      Faye smiled as she turned back to her dishes. She couldn’t have designed a more flawless helper as Gloria.

      Over the years, Faye used her ever-more arthritic hands and elbows to buckle down and kept to the task of feeding the holiday gangs all on her own. With Gloria as her only sou chef and snowman duster.  Perhaps these festivities kept her just spry enough to avoid depression in the dreary winters. They also gave her something to piddle with come Independence Day when the massive Crawley Crew rented out all of Lake Walnut’s cabins and Faye would put on a summer spread like no one’s business.

      And her family would pitch in and gift her one more vintage paper mâché snowman for her efforts. Faye came to expect that yearly gift. So lovingly bestowed upon her by family who wanted nothing much to do with her the rest of the year, aside from drama mitigator and baker, that is.

      Faye sighed and pulled the bowl from the sink, shaking off the excess water and placing it on the drying mat. Stainless steel and dinged and scratched. Albert bought her that mixing set the year before he—

      She shook off the intrusive memory and tapped at the bottom of the bowl, as if tousling the hair of a beloved grandchild.

      She knew she was getting too old to handle all three dinners—two of them nearly back-to-back. And she knew this would be her last year. She spoke with Gloria this past summer at the cabin. “Give me one more season. Then it’s all yours. The recipe box. The mixing bowl set. The spatulas.”

      Gloria’s eyes had widened. Clearly, this grandchild had never imagined Grandma Faye would choose her to carry on the traditions.

      “And Gloria,” Faye said. “The snowmen will be yours, too.” The 25-year-old had turned all shades of white and had nearly fallen off the picnic bench. That summer’s snowman sat between them.

      About the size of a two-slice toaster tipped on its end, the snowman was likely purchased off eBay or some antique site. Faye had started her collection with just two—passed down from her own mother. Those originals were dingy and yellow with dust and time. The one on the picnic bench was a little brighter, but not by much. The black hat was coming off the snowman’s head at the back (but that was perfectly fine). Its carrot nose was a bit turned up at the end. His adornment was a four-leaf clover, and he had a matching green scarf. Faye best loved the snowmen which represented holidays other than the typical winter ones.

      Her favorite was a Valentine’s Day themed one, complete with a rickety wooden bow-and-arrow and a fabric scarf dotted with little pink hearts.

      Gloria had toyed with the edge of the hat. Peeking inside.

      “There’s nothing in there yet, dear. That’ll be your job. Watch carefully this year. Wait patiently. You’ll know what to place under the hat come January.”

      Gloria beamed. If the snowman had been of snow instead of paper pulp, her glow would’ve melted it through the cracks in the picnic table.

      Faye smiled again. Gloria was coming to the last stanza of the song, something about “Don’t you cry…” Which was fitting because the onion was starting to burn her eyes, and she brushed her shoulder to her cheek.

      She unstopped the sink and as the murky water swirled and gurgled down the drain, she turned to peek into the oven as she dried her knobby hands on a too-damp dishtowel. Side by side, the brownies began their ever-so-slight rise in the pan as the sweet potatoes softened under the glow of the heating element. She’d only add mini marshmallows to half of the pan. She stood and stretched, rubbing her back and shaking her head. Melody’s newest fiancé (third in an ever-growing line) refused to eat marshmallows on his sweet potatoes.

      Faye feared that particular granddaughter was lining herself up for another universe of pain with that idiot. Brian. Brian, the idiot who can’t eat marshmallows—or heaven forbid, scrape them off. Melody saw him as her knight in shining armor. When would that girl learn these fools she picks out don’t wear shiny armor? Guys like Matt and Tyler and Brian. These fools own only suits of selfish lust.

      Gloria had learned this lesson the hard way at the ripe old age of twenty-one. Faye hated to be the one to break her heart, but the girl had to learn a lesson. And her choice in Fynn had been the perfect canvas on which to paint that lesson…

      Melody was forever the hard-head and would need more convincing. Many canvases, Faye feared.

      “Grandma, those marshmallows are spreading over to Brian’s side.” Gloria had bent down to inspect the baking goodies alongside Faye.

      Both women rose. Faye put her arm around Gloria.

      “And what would you do about this conundrum if it were your year to tackle this family all on your own?”

      Gloria tipped her head at Faye, thinking. Her blue eyes danced in the kitchen light and then darting toward Faye’s massive collection of paper mâché snow people. Each one donning a black hat. Each hat had come loose, just a tiny bit, either on its own or with a little help from Faye. The Four-Leaf Clover snowman sat front-and-center on the grand shelving display.

      “The hat’s already loose. Wouldn’t take much.”

      Faye smiled and wrapped her arm around Gloria’s shoulders. “Time to set the table, dear.” The ladies heard the front door burst open, voices filling the foyer around the corner. A cold draft wafted at their feet as they moved in sync to set the plates.

      “Looks great!”

      “Smells wonderful.”

      The accolades dripped from the mouths of the slightly grateful as the full-blooded Crawley adults and their children filled the rooms, flinging packages and coats everywhere. Faye left Gloria to the table and went about organizing the incoming flock of chaos. “Packages under the tree, right? Coats in the spare room, right?” How many years? Good help is scarce, even in the most menial of tasks.

      Faye helped one of the teen grandsons arrange packages largest in the back, smallest in the front under the Christmas tree. She was careful not to let her tiny package slip from her apron. She’d hoped to be done with the apron and this particular gift before everyone arrived, but alas. Time got away.

      Faye pretended to care as the boy went on and on about his upcoming basketball tournament. Faye tried not to care about the endeavors too much until the love affairs started. That’s when she’d have to turn her hawk eyes on and stand sentinel over Crawley hearts. As her mother had, so had Faye. Watching. Waiting. Taking care of things as they ought to be taken care of…

      “—don’t like marshmallows. Thanks for trying, though.” Brian. Complaining. Already. Even as Gloria called everyone to the table.

      Faye stood from her position next to the tree and straightened crooked candy cane ornament when she spied her youngest grandbaby, a little blonde-haired girl of four eyeing the shelves of snowmen. Before Faye could get her hips to swing her legs in the right direction, the girl had pulled one off the shelf and was turning it around and around in her chubby hands. The top hat was wobbly, the glue from decades ago losing its strength. “Look, Mamaw. There’s somethin’ under there.”

      Faye reached the child and gently took the snowman from her hands. The Valentine’s Day one. It’s a wonder the child hadn’t shattered the bow and arrow adornment. She glanced back toward the dining room. Where was her mother? Good help… there just isn’t any.
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