




cover[image: Cover]














[image: Book Title Page]
















Copyright


The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.


Copyright © 2017 by Nina Stibbe


Illustrations © 2017 by Lauren Tamaki


Cover design by Gray318


Cover © 2018 Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Little, Brown and Company


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


littlebrown.com


twitter.com/littlebrown


facebook.com/littlebrownandcompany


First ebook edition: November 2018


Originally published in Great Britain by Viking, November 2017


Little, Brown and Company is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content)  that are not owned by the publisher.


The following pieces appeared in different form in the following publications. The author would like to gratefully acknowledge permission to reproduce them in this book: ‘Turkey and Me’ and ‘How to Win the Battle of Christmas as a Guest—or as a Host’ in The Guardian; ‘Going Home for Christmas’ in Psychologies; ‘Christmas Shopping’ in Sainsbury’s Magazine; ‘The Christmas Lunch: A Story’ in The Spectator; and ‘Timothy the Christmas Turkey: A Story’ in The Stylist.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


ISBN 978-0-316-41579-8


E3-20180927-JV-PC














For Kate Nunney – upholder of Christmas tradition




















[image: ]











TURKEY AND ME


I vowed from a young age to never cook a turkey, and I never have – unless you count turkey mince (which I don’t). I mentioned this early on to my partner, along with other possible deal-breakers – such as my laziness, love of dogs, and plan to have six children – and he seemed fine with it all.


Later, when I was pregnant with the first of the six children, I told him that – parent-wise – I was planning to model myself on Jill Archer, fictional matriarch from The Archers – who I’d have chosen as my own mother, if you could choose. I must’ve inadvertently mentioned this to my actual mother because ever since then she hasn’t missed an opportunity to say how awful Jill Archer is, and how badly she compares to other mothers such as Joan Crawford or Wilma Flintstone.


Some months later, one evening at the very end of October 1999, I was half listening to a tiny transistor radio when I heard Jill Archer saying to her younger fictional daughter, ‘It’s only eight weeks away, darling, you need to order your Christmas turkey as soon as possible.’


‘Did you hear that?’ I hissed, grabbing my partner by the sleeve. ‘Jill Archer just said it’s only eight weeks until Christmas.’


And I reminded him that if he wanted a turkey he’d have to buy it and cook it himself and not involve me in any way or make heavy weather of it.


I was in a maternity hospital bed at the time, surrounded by women trying to get their brand-new babies to latch on. I stopped liking fictional matriarch Jill Archer (briefly). I felt anxiety rising inside, and my partner could sense it too. The whole ward could sense it – all the brand-new babies began to cry, and those that had latched on, latched off. My own baby daughter–who hadn’t, according to the midwife, ever officially latched on–bawled and began to hate me.


‘We don’t have to have turkey,’ said my partner, ‘let’s just chill with a chop.’ And because ‘chill with a chop’ was a really hip thing to say in 1999–and all the women in the beds around me could probably feel Christmas looming, too–a quiet little cheer went up (quiet because of the babies, but loud in spirit). A competitive male at a neighbouring bed said he’d do chops, too, and then another said they might have ready-made beef Wellingtons from Waitrose. And soon not a single one of them was going to be having turkey, and a great sense of well-being descended on the ward.


Years later, my turkey-cooking phobia remains and we’ve had chops every year since–except for the year we had Dairylea sandwiches. Why am I so turkey-phobic, you might wonder. Well, it’s because I’ve seen the damage turkeys can do and the tyrannical hold they have over otherwise robust, rational people and I’ve ‘been affected’. It goes back to childhood.


My mother is not a foodie. She hates all foods and would even hate that I’ve written ‘foods’ like that – with an ‘s’. She would prefer that all meals be taken in pill form and avoids cooking at all costs and, as far as I can tell, she only eats peanuts, raw carrots and the occasional plum. But once a year, every year, she becomes possessed of a deep and profound need to serve up a roast turkey. It’s some kind of grim personal quest.


After leaving her children to survive from day to day on sugar sandwiches, and toast and Blue Band, suddenly at Christmas the turkey would appear and our mother would almost kill herself in the kitchen, trying to please it; to provide the trimmings and keep it moist, only for it to roast itself dry and then be gone from our lives for the next twelve months.


She’s not alone–many are afflicted in this way–only, in my mother’s case, it seems so unfair, her being not only food-shy but a rebel and a free spirit in everything else.


For as long as I can remember, the idea of Christmas dinner would pop into her head in early autumn, when she was supposed to put in a Christmas meats order at the local butcher. Not fully knowing who might be with us and requiring turkey on the day, and faced with a walk into the village, though, she might think ‘Oh, fuck it’ and just get one at Sainsbury’s on December 23rd with the main shop. Then, on December 23rd, not wanting a fist fight over a fresh one in the supermarket, she might opt for a frozen one from Bejam (or later, Iceland) and leave it to defrost in the downstairs toilet for not quite forty-eight hours.


Before dawn on the 25th–this was when resentment might begin to creep in – before stockings had been opened, one of my siblings or me might be dragged out of bed and forced to sit cross-legged on the toilet floor pointing a Philips hairdryer on an extension lead into the chest cavity for half an hour to finish off the defrosting.


Still in the early hours of Christmas Day – the bird more or less thawed – the cooking preparation would begin. The methods have varied over the years, all with a view to combating dryness. Moistness being the main objective and coming only slightly behind non-toxicity and hugeness.


It goes without saying that all manner of liquids were tried out in the baking tray and various fatty meats laid over the breast. And, oven-temp-wise, my mother has tried the high-then-low, low-then-high, constant-medium and the fast blast. And, timings-wise, the quick, the slow and the very slow. And usually cooked the stuffing separately for a more even finish and crispy topping–and to prevent it preventing the bird cooking through.


For a while, influenced by something she’d read in the Observer, she’d turn the bird breast-side down. The unstable position making mid-cook basting quite perilous. The result (‘quite dry’) was not helped by its wonky, pale and unappetizing appearance. Around 1981 she started covering the (now) upturned breast with a butter-impregnated muslin cloth (or J Cloth), as recommended by her friend Lynn Horsepole–who ran a catering company and claimed to produce drippingly moist turkeys all through the year, albeit for pies and coronation turkey (a wedding staple). Lynn was a keen disciple of Fanny Cradock but never used the ‘F’ word in front of my mother because of her reputation for rebelling dramatically against shouty dictators like Fanny.


In spite of continued dryness, my mother stuck with Lynn’s (Fanny) method until the year she heard about Delia’s ‘loose foil wrap’ (everyone was talking about it, even Lynn Horsepole) and she very much took to Delia’s sympathetic, non-combative style (‘What’s ten or twenty minutes between friends on Christmas Day?’) and, although she enjoyed some psychological progress, in truth, the turkey was still dry.


A few years later, she copied the protagonist in an American novel (Anne Tyler?) and tried injecting a mix of butter and olive oil under the skin. This method required some medical training and hourly basting from 4 a.m. The turkey baster itself turned up a few times for various plot reasons (in the novel) but in real life the result was still ‘on the dry side’.


More recently still, she has followed Lynn Horsepole into a ‘cider bath’ – based on Nigella’s seasoned brining method. Everyone rejoiced at this because we all love and want to emulate Nigella whenever possible–but it required the central heating to be turned down unacceptably low for the twenty-four hours of the brining and she and my stepfather got cold feet (literally) and she went back to Delia’s steamy foil, which had given the best result (though still ‘dry-ish’).


One year, not that long ago, but before Delia, an American neighbour, Mrs Wolfe, told my mother, ‘Americans do not know the meaning of dry turkey,’ and insisted–in the American way–that she try her Kentucky-style Butterball turkey fryer, because this was the true secret to turkey moistness. My mother had been on the brink of trying it until another neighbour (a worrier) reminded my mother that Mrs Wolfe had burnt her veranda down with the fryer on Thanksgiving some years before because she hadn’t been one hundred per cent vigilant with the hot oils near so much wood. Remembering this, my mother questioned the likelihood of her own vigilance with the hot oils and decided not to risk it – not that she has a veranda to burn down, but there was the shed and some unruly shrubs.


Each year, Christmas lunchtime would begin somewhere between 2 p.m. and 5 p.m. The bird – having been planned, bought, defrosted, prepared, cooked and tended to like a mare about to foal – would be heaved up on to the festive tablecloth and set down next to dishes of mash and sprouts, plus a jug of ‘gravy’. The assembled nervous diners would all wait for someone else to comment, and some brave fool would mutter ‘delicious’ or ‘so moist’ or something, and my mother would give him or her a withering look, chuck a few peanuts into her mouth and light a cigarette. The party would eat quietly until my plateless mother might pick a tiny piece off the bird and declare it, ‘Dry as a bone – as per usual.’ Then it’d be over for another year.


I often amuse myself remembering the year my granny took a small forkful of white meat and, after swilling it down with a glass of water, asked, ‘Did you baste it?’


I can laugh about the past, but in truth my phobia persists. I know this because, very recently, faced with a Norfolk Bronze turkey crown in the New Forest, I fled the scene and spoke tearfully on the phone to my stepfather from a lay-by.


I may as well explain.


We were spending Christmas at my mother-in-law’s house. We’d offered to cook our usual (lamb chops) for eight people, including guests who’d be arriving for a one o’clock Christmas lunch but leaving at four o’clock sharp for a flight. We’d been about to go shopping at the crack of dawn on Christmas Eve, when our host told us that another family member – who wouldn’t be with us on the day – had already got the shopping in and, although it wasn’t what we were expecting (chops), there was lots of it and it was in the freezer (turkey). I let out an involuntary cry and my partner did that thing with his hands – the internationally recognized sign for ‘everything’s going to be OK’ – and said, ‘Leave it with me.’


Later that day, at about 5 p.m., when Granny Kate was telling us the individual histories of the assorted owls on her Christmas tree, he interrupted. He wanted the wifi code. He’d forgotten to take the turkey out of the freezer and needed to get online, he said, to find super-quick turkey defrosting methods. I quietly and privately freaked out and drove to Ringwood – a nearby market town with good supermarket representation – chanting as I drove, ‘I fucking knew it, I fucking knew it.’ Once there, I ran from store to store, begging for any old turkey that wasn’t frozen, and I have to say the grocery staff of Ringwood really let themselves down that night.


Leaving the car park in a kind of daze, I took the wrong exit off a mini roundabout and soon found myself on the outskirts of Bournemouth. I pulled into a lay-by. I was distraught, lost, miles away from home, and a couple in the Skoda Yeti parked in front of me seemed to be naked. I tried to gather my thoughts. Should we risk poisoning my dear mother-in-law, the soon-to-fly-abroad guests, an immunocompromised relative, my own dear little children, my partner and myself with a toxic bacon-lattice-topped, extra-large turkey crown? Or admit defeat and serve up parsnip and cranberry omelette (I’d bought a dozen eggs in Waitrose)? I rang my mother. She congratulated me on the dozen eggs, commiserated about the turkey and put me on to my stepfather, and he talked sense.


‘There’s nothing more you can do now, love. Leave  it to Mark, it’s not the end of the world, just follow the  A31 to Ringwood and get yourself back to the house.’


I heard my mother heckling in the background.


‘What’s she saying?’ I asked.


‘She says get the radio on, it’s The Archers, and you might get some turkey advice from your beloved Jill.’


We laughed.


‘OK,’ I said, ‘and by the time I get back, all will be well in Ambridge and the world.’


Back at the house, the tree was still twinkling in the window and the hundred owls peeped out from its branches. No one had even noticed I’d been gone. My partner was up to his elbows–performing the water defrosting method–and the turkey was well on the way to being sufficiently thawed for tomorrow’s lunch. You can look this method up (it does actually work, but the water must be cold, never warm).


I went through to the lounge where the others were watching the end credits of Sinkhole Tragedies on the True-Life Emergency Channel (my mother-in-law’s favourite).


My daughter looked up. ‘Have you been crying?’


‘I was listening to The Archers,’ I said.


‘Oh, was Jill Archer being poignant and Christmassy?’


‘No, it was Lynda Snell’s lost dog, Scruff – he’s safe and well,’ I said.


‘I don’t know what you’re on about,’ she said.


My partner called through from the turkey defrosting bay, ‘What’s happened?’


‘Lynda heard noises at the back door, and it was Scruff – he’s home!’ I called back.


‘No, I meant the sinkhole,’ he called back. ‘Did they get the bloke out?’


‘No,’ called my mother-in-law, ‘they couldn’t risk it.’


I texted my mother: ‘Jill Archer no help, but turkey is melting ok anyway, lolz. But OMG, Scruff!’


And she replied: ‘Jill Archer = fkn useless. Yes, so happy abt Scruff – hurrah!’


And I settled down to watch When Birds Attack.


You’ll be relieved to know that the turkey was fully defrosted by the early hours of Christmas Day and my partner served it up at 1 p.m. on the dot. Everyone said it was perfect and moist – and it actually was (albeit no bread sauce, only cranberry)–and no one got even slightly ill or died.


Postscript: In the early autumn of this year, my sister called with turkey news.


My mother has ordered a high-welfare bird online. It’ll be delivered to her door, in a refrigerated vehicle, ready basted and loose-foiled. She plans to cook it on Christmas Eve (an old Keith Floyd idea) and will slice and heat it on Christmas Day in a dish of wine-rich gravy on the bottom shelf of the oven.


It’s failsafe, apparently.


‘Good luck to her,’ I said. 


‘You could give it a try, too,’ said my sister,  ‘and stop having those awful chops that everyone hates.’
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SWIM TO SANTA CLAUS: A Story


Because it was just Jeanne and me, things were quite intense, especially at Christmas. Jeanne was my mother but I was in the habit of calling her Jeanne (pronounced the French way with a soft ‘J’–‘Sha’). I have few memories of my father (I’d have called him Henrik if I’d known him longer) because he and Jeanne separated when I was a small child and he went off somewhere far away, like Lapland.


My main memory of Henrik was when he was doing seasonal work at Fenwick’s of Leicester and he was given the job of digging the Christmas grotto out of the storeroom and assembling it.


‘It’s a bit bleak,’ he told us. ‘If I were Santa Claus, I’d want it cosy.’


And with a few pieces of wood and some split logs Henrik made a lifelike, two-dimensional fireplace for the grotto and took it into work, where he added some red foil flames that appeared to dance upon the logs. Everyone, including Father Christmas himself, admired it and Henrik was invited to take full charge of the grotto, and he made it very beautiful indeed.


One night in early December, Henrik came home and told us that Father Christmas – an ex-warehouseman – had suddenly died. A whole lot of staff who’d been with Fenwick’s longer than Henrik, including the white-bearded husband of the head of scarves, had scrabbled (distastefully) for the position, which was, barring accidents, ninety-nine per cent sitting down. But because of the beautiful work he’d done on the grotto–and in spite of his accent – Henrik had been given it. This was a lot to take in for me at such a tiny age. I went to bed that night knowing that Father Christmas was dead, that Henrik would be taking over, and for some reason (I couldn’t quite fathom) Jeanne found the whole thing hysterical.


One day soon afterwards, Jeanne took me to Fenwick’s to see Father Christmas – officially – even though she and Henrik had agreed it might be best not to. We queued like ordinary customers and, not knowing what to expect, I felt anxious. Once we’d caught sight of Henrik in the costume, Jeanne became hysterical again and had to stifle snorts of laughter and dab mirthful tears from her eyes with a little handkerchief.


When my turn came, she pulled herself together. ‘Remember, he’s Father Christmas,’ she whispered, ‘not Daddy!’


Seeing me, Henrik turned and made a desperate gesture to Jeanne. But Jeanne just plonked me in his lap and took a photograph – a blurry one, as it turned out. Henrik pretended not to know me, and asked simple questions that a real father should know, such as, ‘What’s your name?’ and, ‘What are you hoping to get for Christmas?’


I stayed silent. I couldn’t work out who the joke was on–or who we were keeping the secret from–and after a few uncomfortable moments Jeanne dragged me away.


She was cross. ‘You’ve lost your chance now,’ she said.


I looked back as another kid climbed on to Henrik’s knee. I’d lost my chance.


‘It was disrespectful of you to have brought her, Jeanne. I asked you not to,’ said Henrik, at home later, ‘it was awkward.’


‘You’re damned right it was awkward,’ said Jeanne, ‘the pair of you clamming up like we were committing some kind of crime. Jesus!’


Not long after that, Henrik threw our Christmas tree away with the rubbish sooner than Jeanne would have liked, and she lost her rag. I think it was a ‘last straw’ for Jeanne, or maybe for Henrik, and it was the last time I ever saw him.


After that, I could never quite clear a muddle in my mind, and if I’m honest, I sometimes got quite het up in Christmas grottos.


One time, I believed so strongly that Father Christmas was Henrik that I threw my arms around him, gripped the fabric of his cloak in my fists and buried my face in his armpit. Jeanne had taken a photograph before realizing the situation had turned weird. I have that picture still – me, clinging like a baby koala, and him, spectacles and beard askew. Jeanne pulled at my sleeve and tried to prise my fingers open–but only having two hands, and being in high heels, she struggled and I found her easy to resist.


I clung on.


‘Help me out here!’ she hissed at Father Christmas, but he’d been trained to sit it out for legal reasons.


I remember peeping through my screwed-up eyelids at the astonished children waiting in the line. ‘It’s my dad,’ I shouted to them.


Eventually, Jeanne asked him to lower his beard to prove he was no relation. He wouldn’t do that either, it being against the rules – except in an emergency. Jeanne suggested he move further into the grotto – for privacy – and then lower it. He refused and, in the end, Jeanne lunged at him, grabbed it and tugged it off. Father Christmas cried out in great pain, fell backwards off his little chair and held his ears. I could  see straight away then, he wasn’t Henrik. Several customers demanded their money back and a woman appeared with a first-aid kit.
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