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Thanksgiving: when the people who are the most thankful are the ones who didn’t have to cook.

~Melanie White



Each year, the same six families gathered for Thanksgiving. Most years, we gathered at a ranch in Wyoming where my wife and I were the hosts. But on this particular year, Lynn and Becky hosted the dinner at their home in the mountains west of Denver.

Even before the big day, there were signs of trouble, although everyone ignored them. Becky was gracious but had, in fact, never cooked a turkey. As the holiday approached, she asked a few questions of the other women and seemed to have it all in hand.

Late Thanksgiving morning, the families arrived at their house. Everyone brought their part of the meals: cheeses, special vegetable dishes, candied squash, fixings for mashed potatoes, green bean casserole, half a dozen pies and other sweets.

“What time will the turkey be ready?” someone asked.

“Let’s see. I put it in at 9:00 this morning, and according to what I read, it should take about fifteen minutes per pound.” Becky looked at the time and continued, “So, I guess we’ll be eating at 2:00.”

Everyone went their separate ways to play and socialize. By 1:00, the potatoes bubbled on the stovetop, and the tables gleamed with dishes and flatware. At half past 1:00, Lynn was at the stove, poking the boiling potatoes for doneness and soliloquizing loudly, “I love the snow on the ground, being together, the food filling the table, the smell of turkey baking in the oven — WAIT, I don’t smell the turkey.”

He was right. The house was filled with lots of things — laughter, songs, the murmur of quiet conversations, side dishes sizzling on the range, the bump and thump of kids tousling or planning the evening’s skits, the stomp of boots in the hallway as people returned from sledding or snowshoeing — but not the aroma of turkey.

When Becky opened the oven door, only steam and heat came out, no heavenly scent. Something was definitely wrong. Half a dozen of the adults gathered around as Lynn set the roaster on top of the stove, and we leaned closer to look at the royal bird. When Becky removed the foil, the turkey, surrounded by dry, crisp, blackened stuffing, was pale and barely warm — even after four and a half hours of cooking.

“I can’t understand it,” Becky said. “I took the turkey out of the freezer this morning about 8:00. It took me about an hour to fix the stuffing, and I put it into a preheated oven by 9:00.”

“Becky, you didn’t thaw the turkey?”

“No. Was I supposed to?”

Lynn examined the cavity of the oversized bird. “The giblet bag is still in there, frozen solid.” Laughter echoed through the kitchen as he struggled to pry out the giblets. When he finally slid the turkey back into the oven, we figured dinner would be closer to 6:00.

Stomachs rumbled, and so did the restless crowd that had gathered in the kitchen, lured by curiosity and hunger.

“But I can’t wait until 6:00,” one of the children whined — or maybe it was one of the dads. After all, we’d been working up an appetite for some time and returned at the appointed hour ready to eat.

“Why don’t we eat the pies?” someone suggested. “You know: ‘Eat dessert first!’ ”

“That’s right. We never really enjoy dessert after a turkey dinner. Let’s do it!”

Within a few minutes, the food was ready. The table was filled with ice cream, crackers and cheese, coffee, milk, juices, and homemade pies: peach, apple, berry, lemon meringue, and French silk.

A meal of pies! The children and dads were delighted, and it was noted that the moms’ plates were piled high, too. My own plate held four generous slices of pie in four different flavors, but I made it a “healthy meal” by topping it with a few slices of cheese.

Actually, Becky’s prediction had been right: We were eating at 2:00.

More than three decades later, the same families — the children now bringing spouses and children of their own — gather to celebrate Thanksgiving. We still prepare turkey with all the trimmings, but it’s always thawed before cooking, and no one would dream of serving it at midday. Instead, the entire clan swarms around the tables to celebrate a lasting holiday tradition to eat the pies first.

— Robert W. Howe —
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Now is no time to think of what you do not have. Think of what you can do with what there is.

~Ernest Hemingway



Volunteer to host a holiday gathering? Not me! My introvert nature aside, there’s too much that could go wrong.

What if no one shows up? Or too many people show up, and there isn’t enough space?

What if arguments over religion or politics break out over the dinner table? What if the food burns and is inedible… or is undercooked and everyone gets sick?

Way too much responsibility.

But with my dad’s fragile health, my parents could no longer host. My sister’s house was a disaster (her words, not mine), and my other sisters, as well as our aunts and cousins, lived too far away to host.

Fresno is traditionally the place we gather for holidays. It’s been this way since I was a kid, when my grandparents would host every Thanksgiving and Christmas.

So, it was up to us. The very thought intimidated me, but my husband is an amazing cook. From South India, he makes the best dishes from all over the subcontinent but also has a remarkable knack for being able to recreate any food he tries.

Over the years since we’ve been living in California, he’s whipped up tasty meals for friends and family dozens of times. He cooks; I clean.

It only made sense for us to host Thanksgiving.

And seriously, how much could go wrong? With everyone bringing their favorite holiday dish, it wouldn’t be too much work for any one person.

I spent the week leading up to Thanksgiving decluttering the house, steam cleaning the carpets, organizing my bookshelves, and figuring out how to fit a couple dozen people in our cozy home.

At 8:30 on Thanksgiving morning, I already had a mental list of all the things I needed to do before family members began arriving. Bake a couple of pies. Set the tables. Finish the décor. Get drinks ready.

First order of the day: pies.

The Dutch apple pie crust took longer to prepare than I’d expected. “I should have made this yesterday,” I grumbled as I wrestled with too-soft dough.

Just past 11:00 am, I placed two pies in the oven. My husband would need the oven at noon for the turkey. Hopefully, the pies would bake quickly.

Speaking of my husband, where was he? I wandered into the backyard to check and then heard him hollering my name from the front.

I stepped out onto the front porch, flinching at a cold spray of water. My husband’s clothes were soaked as he tried to control the spray.

“What happened?” I asked, feeling my panic rising.

“I was trying to tighten the faucet.”

“The faucet has been dripping for months. You decided to fix it today?” We didn’t have time for this!

“I think it’s the main pipe.” He fumbled in the mud around the base. “It cracked.”

Within minutes, my garden was flooded.

“Can’t you shut down the water line?” I asked, glancing at my watch.

“I don’t know where the valve is.”

My husband phoned the fire department, and they showed up just past noon to shut off our main water line.

Our main water line.

I envisioned our relatives arriving to this mess. Toilets that wouldn’t flush and taps that wouldn’t run.

Thanksgiving was ruined.

“It’ll be fine,” my husband said. “We’ll figure out something.”

Somehow, he managed to get the turkey in the oven before 1:00 pm. But the dishes were already piled up in the sink with no water to wash them.

I texted everyone who would be heading over soon or was already on the way, apprising them of the situation.

My husband disappeared again and then called me from the backyard a few minutes later. Water sprayed from our garden hose. Water!

“Did you fix the pipe?” I asked, my hopes rising.

“No, I connected the hose to our neighbor’s backyard faucet.”

“You what?” I noticed the hose trailing over the fence.

“Don’t worry. I asked her first,” he assured me. “Now we can do dishes in the backyard.”

It was kind of nice to do dishes outside in the sunshine on this cool November day. It took me away from the hustle and bustle indoors.

My aunt, uncle and a couple of cousins arrived before 2:00.

“What can we do to help?” they asked. They loaded the counter with food and drinks.

We chatted at the kitchen table while dicing almonds and peeling garlic. Things felt so normal that I almost forgot we had no water.

My mom arrived with a washtub for the backyard and half a dozen gallon jugs of water. My aunt came with boxes of Thanksgiving goodies, including her family’s famous cranberry-pretzel Jello.

My sons put water buckets in the bathrooms for flushing and hauled dishes out to the backyard.

My sisters arrived with cranberry sauce and salad, green bean casserole, and sweet potato pie. We loaded the table, said a prayer, and filled our plates.

“Don’t worry about the dishes,” I said. “We can’t do them anyway.”

Instead of spending half the night cleaning up, I relaxed with my loved ones, playing games and chatting.

The dishes could wait until morning.

I went to bed that night feeling discombobulated but grateful.

Thanksgiving hadn’t been ruined. Our family and friends had come through — even our neighbor by letting us use her water.

My husband spent most of Thanksgiving weekend kneeling on the damp ground in front of the broken pipe, considering options, digging out the area, and fiddling with pipes, PVC and various tools. On Monday morning, by the time I got up, he had the water running again.

“Thank you so much for hosting Thanksgiving!” my aunt texted the next day. “The food was delicious, and your grace under pressure shone through.”

I read the message to my husband.

“We need to message everyone and invite them for Christmas,” he said.

I bit my lip. “You sure that’s a good idea?”

“Of course.” He laughed. “What could go wrong?”

— Bonita Jewel —
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Eat, drink, and cranberry.

~Author Unknown



“What dessert would you like?” I moved about the kitchen while the pork chops fried for dinner.

“I know what I want.” My son turned pleading eyes on me. “But I hate to ask you to make it.”

“What is it?” A dozen of his favorite desserts flitted through my mind. He’d never minded asking me to make any of them before. What was holding him back today?

“It’s just that I know it must be really hard to make.”

“Why do you say that?” I’d cooked homemade cookies, even cheesecakes, before. This must be some dessert.

“You only ever serve it at Thanksgiving and Christmas, so I figure it takes a long time to make it.” If the pleading look hadn’t melted my heart, his consideration for me certainly would.

“I’m sure it can’t be that bad. Tell me what it is, and I’ll see what I can do.” I flipped over the pork chops.

As I waited for him to tell me, I began to drain the potatoes for mashing.

“Cranberry sauce.”

“Cranberry sauce?” The innocent look on his face prevented me from bursting into laughter. I put down the pan of potatoes and walked to the pantry. After I found a can of cranberry sauce that I’d already bought for the upcoming holidays, I pulled it out. “This?”

He blinked as he stared at it. “It comes out of a can?”

“Yep.”

I stood there for a second, can in my hand, my son staring at it. Then, we both began to chuckle. The chuckle turned into full-blown laughter. “Want me to open some for tonight?”

“Please.” My son shook his head in disbelief. “If I had known it was that easy, I would have been asking for it more often.”

Since that day, no matter the time of year, I keep a can of cranberry sauce in my pantry. We eat it often for dessert. And it always makes it onto the holiday tables.

— Wendy Klopfenstein —
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People who love to eat are always the best people.

~Julia Child



As an author who’s much more comfortable inventing magical worlds than making mashed potatoes, I get asked a lot of random questions in interviews, including the classic, “What do you do for the holidays?” Some of my contemporaries have amazing answers. They cook elaborate meals. They craft handmade decorations. They create stunning centerpieces. They somehow make every room smell like cinnamon and glisten with twinkle lights. They’re basically one gingerbread house away from starring in a holiday movie.

Me? I’m on chip duty.

It’s not that I don’t love the holidays; I really do. I love the family, the chaos, the laughter. I even love contributing to the feast. Unfortunately, after a few culinary experiments that ended poorly (stuffing so dry it could double as home insulation and strawberry rhubarb pie that was more sugar than fruit), I was gently “reassigned” to a new role. A safer role. A role that involved bagged snacks and no open flames.

The stuffing incident really sealed my fate. Technically, it was homemade — if you count boiling water, opening a bag, and stirring as “homemade cooking,” which I absolutely do. It should have been foolproof. Instead, it came out wrong. So wrong that even the most loyal family members didn’t bother to put it on their plates. I took the hint. And honestly, I wasn’t that sad about it. Spending the holidays worring whether your stuffing will destroy family morale isn’t worthwhile.

I am the designated bringer of chips. Sometimes napkins. The occasional two-liter bottle of soda. Important contributions, if you think about it. Crucial, even. Because, without me, where would all those perfect homemade dips and casseroles go? Exactly.

At first, I was a little embarrassed. I come from a family of amazing cooks. They tried to teach me. Shouldn’t I be able to whip up a homemade cranberry sauce or a show-stopping side dish? But then I realized that there’s brilliance in simplicity. No one ever panics that the chips will be raw or the napkins will taste like a bowl of sugar. My contributions are dependable. Necessary. Celebrated?

These days, I’m thinking about leaning into my skill set. Maybe I’ll start a signature chip display of color-coded, flavor-organized chaos. Or maybe even stacked into the shape of a Christmas tree. I’ll elevate chip duty into an art form. Who says a bag of barbecue chips can’t also be a festive centerpiece? If I’m going to be a snack savant, I might as well be the best there ever was.

My holiday advice? If you don’t love to cook and don’t want the pressure, make one truly terrible dish early on. Burn something spectacularly. Turn your mashed potatoes into concrete. Trust me; after that, your family will never again ask you to host, roast, or toast. You’ll be happily welcomed at every gathering heroically snack-ready with a bag of chips in hand… and you’ll never have to worry about burning the turkey.

Now, I have a confession. Since the stuffing days, I’ve quietly taught myself how to make a full Thanksgiving dinner for my smaller, immediate family. I’ve learned how to time the dishes and calculate oven space like a holiday logistics coordinator. For those who have been doing it for decades, it might not sound like a big deal, but for me, it feels like winning the Super Bowl of adulthood.

But don’t tell my extended family.

I like chip duty.

— Michelle M. Pillow —
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Some family trees bear an enormous crop of nuts.

~Wayne Huizenga



I reached into the worn cardboard storage box and took out the turkey salt-and-pepper shakers, the pumpkin spice candles, the fall leaf placemats and coasters, the ceramic turkey soup bowl, fall garland, and matching accents. By the time the fall leaves started to turn colors, I was already preparing for the twenty or more guests who would gather at my Connecticut home, arriving from Florida, New Jersey, New York, and Virginia.

I loved entertaining my husband’s Italian American relatives and my Cuban family. I willingly fussed over the breakfast, lunch, and dinner menus to be served during our seven days of visitors. I created music playlists that included Rat Pack, ’70s classics, and rhythmic Latin music. The right rumba song would spark my Cuban relatives to move the furniture and roll up the area rugs to start salsa dancing in the living room. My photo albums were filled with pictures of multiple generations dancing together.

No one looked forward to Thanksgiving more than my mom. Predictably, months before, she would start fussing over flight reservations and asking how she could help. She was only 4’11” tall, but her energy made her larger than life. When I was growing up, she would host huge parties with an abundance of savory Cuban dishes and desserts. She even hired DJs and made sure there were games for kids and a dance floor. I refined my party-planning skills by observing how she prepped and organized the details, because after all, our events were not for the weak of heart. They’d start around 8:00 pm and reluctantly conclude about 3:00 am.

Now that I was hosting Thanksgiving in my new home, she naturally volunteered her advice to make sure all went spectacularly well. She even sewed a huge Thanksgiving-themed gold tablecloth that covered two long tables so the family could sit together.

“What are you making for dinner?” she asked.

“Traditional American food, Mami, with two turkeys and all the trimmings,” I replied.

“But turkey is so dry! Are you making it into fricase?” she inquired. Fricase is a Cuban stew with Caribbean seasoning, tomato puree, carrots, raisins, Spanish pimento olives, and potatoes.

“No, Mami, the turkeys will be roasted in the oven,” I answered. Her silence expressed that this would not do.

“Are you roasting a pig?” she asked. It was a centuries-old Cuban custom to marinate a pig for days and then slowly roast it in an outdoor pit until the juicy meat fell off the bone and the skin became a crispy treat. There wasn’t any holiday without a lechon asado. I clarified that there was no place to get a roasted pig, and there was more than enough food. Mami disapproved of the menu, so inevitably she would call several times a week, urging me to scout for a vendor that sold roasted pigs. They were widely available in the Miami area but not so much in suburban Connecticut. My patience grew thin, and I had to sternly stress that I planned an American Thanksgiving with conventional dishes.

I was shocked when she stopped asking. It made me nervous.

The Monday of Thanksgiving week, I picked her up at the airport. She hated the cold weather, so she would always overpack her extra-large baggage with enough thick winter clothing to stay for a month. Anything under 60° F was freezing. When we got home, I lifted the heavy suitcase and nudged it one step at a time to the second-floor guest bedroom. I swore I’d get a hernia as I lifted it on top of the dresser so she’d have easy access.

After settling in and having a beverage and snack, we headed upstairs to unpack. “Oh, it’s okay, honey. I can do it. Go do what you have to do,” said my mom. I explained that I had everything organized and planned on helping her. She gave me a Cheshire cat grin and let me unzip the suitcase. There were always a couple of wrapped gifts for us near the top, then the layers of fashionable clothes and shoes. As I reached in, my fingers crunched against something rock hard. What did she get us this time?

There, covered in layers of aluminum foil, lay a mystery gift. The more I unpacked, the bigger it got until I realized it took up the entire length of the suitcase. I carefully removed the foil, and there, stretched out as if in a Yoga Tadasana pose, was a frozen pig smirking at me. I screeched in shock as she let out a boisterous guffaw. There was the lechon in its full glory for the Thanksgiving feast. How would I fit the beast in the fridge along with two turkeys?

On Thanksgiving Day, I braced myself. I knew my father-in-law and others would open the oven to check out the roasting turkeys. This time, they would find a Cuban pig.

That Thanksgiving feast was like none other. My mother was right. There wasn’t a scrap of pork left.

We all wondered how that foil-wrapped pig got past the luggage scanners at the airport. “My original plan was to dress it up like a baby and carry it on the plane!” my mother explained as a roar of laughter filled the room.

We still chuckle when we recall the year that my mom made sure that our Thanksgiving had a Cuban flair.

— Barbara Espinosa Occhino —
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Obviously, if I was serious about having a relationship with someone long-term, the last people I would introduce him to would be my family.

~Chelsea Handler



A magical aroma always filled the house on Thanksgiving. My mom would cook collard greens; cornbread; down-South spaghetti that had more ground beef and chopped green peppers and onions than pasta; fresh green beans (the kind we had to snap with our hands); mustard potato salad; deviled eggs; honey-baked spiral ham; and mac and cheese with three different kinds of cheese, baked with pockets of molten nuggets that didn’t quite dissolve in the pasta.

If you were a connoisseur of soul food, you wouldn’t mind having a fork full of chitterlings because Momma cleaned those things better than our laundry and seasoned them with a special blend of spices that would make a shoe taste good! And as long as we had the pièce de résistance — the glorious, golden-brown turkey tucked in a bed of cornbread dressing spiced with a hint of sage — it was all good.

I remember waking up from a winter nap and hearing my mother rustling downstairs in the kitchen. The smells perfumed the house. I went downstairs, thinking maybe Momma might let me sneak a taste of something.

When I entered the kitchen, I saw my mother wrestling with something in the sink. I was barely tall enough to look over the counter, but I saw enough to shriek in horror. I watched my beautiful, angelic mother’s blood-drenched hands skin a dead raccoon.

A raccoon! To my seven-year-old eyes, it might as well have been a cat or dog. I was devastated.

My parents, raised in Virginia and Arkansas, hunted “coon” and squirrels. But this was the early ’80s, and they had raised their little girl in the city. I couldn’t understand how my mother could do such a thing and why my parents didn’t just go to the grocery store for a frozen turkey like everyone else — like I believed they had always done.

Momma informed me that Mr. Raccoon was substituting for Mr. Turkey that year. I told her that there was no way I was going to eat that.

“You’ve eaten it before!” she said.

That might have been my first memory of betrayal. How could she? I thought. I trusted her. My face must have said it all.

“You liked it!” she said.

I couldn’t have! I remembered thinking. Lies!

Momma continued skinning and gutting the racoon, but I didn’t stick around.

A few hours later, Mr. Raccoon was served on a bed of sweet potatoes chest-up in a white-speckled black pan with its paws roasted shut. It smelled delicious, as it always had, but that year I just took a double serving of ham.

— Zorina Exie Frey —
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If eating tacos is wrong, I don’t want to be right.

~Author Unknown



My husband and I are not traditional in anything we celebrate. It must be weird… it must be fun… and it must be memorable. That is our credo. So, when we decided to invite one and all to our first Thanksgiving as a newly married couple, our party theme was simple: “Turkey Tacos / Bring Fillings to Share.”

We knew there would be backlash. We knew there would be hesitation and possibly outright refusal. But we also knew that this would be how we found “our people.” We sent the handmade invitations out via snail mail… and waited.

Three days later, the phone calls and messages began. The queries ranged from “Can I bring the salsa?” to “What in the hell are you thinking?” I jotted down the responses, ranging from “Probably Will Show Up” to “May Never See Again.”

As the Big Day approached, I readied my minimal supplies. One large turkey to pre-cook in our massive wedding-present Crock-Pot. One hundred taco shells.

That was it. Our guests would bring the taco add-ons. I decorated the kitchen with multi-colored crepe-paper streamers. Sunshine-yellow paper plates and purple napkins bedecked the table. And my windowsill mini-cactus collection added a desert Southwest backdrop to the celebration.

The dinner was set for 1:00 on Thanksgiving Day because this was when a certain cranky uncle had to eat to be in his happy place. We waited. At 12:45, I began to fear that not a single soul would show up, and my husband and I would be eating unadorned dry tacos for our holiday feast and many meals thereafter.

“I hope you like tacos,” I whispered to the dog.

At 12:59, the crowd began to arrive. “Uncle Cranky” was the first to grace our threshold, bellowing a hearty “Let’s EAT!” as he walked through the door. Friends, former students, relatives, a neighbor or two, and a few random friends of friends who thought it was the best thing they’d ever heard of crowded the kitchen. Several of my younger cousins, beaming with delight, thought that the spread was heavenly. The fixings included everything from honeyed goat cheese to cranberry-orange salsa to heirloom lettuces of every color. Apparently, the attendees had decided to take their garnishes very seriously! The table began to fill, and the laughter began.

I don’t even want to think about the number of tacos we consumed. Let’s just say that my husband had to leave the party TWICE to find open gas-station convenience stores to track down more shells. There wasn’t a leftover to be had. And my eighty-plus-year-old grandmother was so adorably proud that she had found and brought ice-cream “tacos” for dessert.

It was weird. It was fun. And it most certainly was memorable! We had the best time with the people who chose to take part in our unusual celebration, and people are still talking about it some forty years later.

— Dorenda Crager Watson —
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It isn’t what we say or think that defines us, but what we do.

~Jane Austen



I’m a vegetarian. It’s not like I’m allergic to chicken or something; I just don’t like meat. I never expect anyone to make me a special dish. I figure if I’m going to be picky, I’ll make do with whatever’s being served. Living in the Midwest, that means I eat a lot of mashed potatoes and corn.

It surprises people, though. When my husband and I were dating, he took me home to meet his parents. Nineteen and head over heels in love with their son, I was so nervous. But they were nice, with his dad picking me up at the bus depot and his mom being one of those very conscientious hostesses who makes sure the cookie jar is full. Ushering me into the kitchen, they asked me about my trip and how I liked my steak cooked.

I stared at them, unsure that I’d heard them correctly. Surely, my boyfriend must have told them I was a vegetarian, right?

There was a long silence.

“Um,” I squeaked finally, “I don’t eat meat.”

My husband-to-be could have keeled over right then and there from the look his mom gave him.

After explaining that I didn’t eat chicken either, but a grilled-cheese sandwich would be just fine, the rest of the weekend was smoother.

But the incident stuck with my mother-in-law for the rest of the time my husband and I dated and even after we got married. Determined to set things right, at my first Thanksgiving with all the in-laws, she bought a tofurky (a turkey-shaped tofu). She brought it out on a little blue willowware platter and set it right next to the giant, twenty-pound turkey.

It was so thoughtful. I mean, with all the shopping and cooking she’d done to get the big Thanksgiving meal ready, she’d made something just for me.

But a little part of me wished I hadn’t been singled out with a special dish. We’d only been married a couple of months, and everyone else had been a part of the family for years, with all the inside jokes and memories that come from being together for so long. I desperately wanted to be one of them. Instead, I was the tofurky girl.

The family all sat down at the dining-room table. Well, the grownups did. The kids sat at a little card table, and everyone said grace, one I hadn’t heard before becoming part of the family. Then, my father-in-law carved the turkey while my mother-in-law sliced up the tofurky. The food went around, and everyone heaped their plates with sweet potatoes and rolls, mashed potatoes and stuffing.

“Don’t forget there’s pie,” one of my sisters-in-law said. “I made French silk.”

The kids’ table cheered, and everyone promised to save room for pie before digging into their food.

The tofurky was awful. Dry, tasteless, and hard to swallow. And there was enough left to last me the whole weekend.

“How is it, dear?” my mother-in-law asked, pointing to the tofurky with a hopeful smile.

What could I say — that it was awful and show myself to be an ungrateful, rude person? My own mom would have been mortified by such bad manners. But to say it was good would mean a lot of future Thanksgivings with tofurky.

“It’s so thoughtful,” I said finally. “Thank you so much for getting it for me.”

She nodded, happy with my response, and we kept eating. I tried to add some potatoes and stuffing to the tofurkey, but nothing helped.

Everyone else seemed quite content with the giant turkey except my husband’s younger sister. One of those open-minded, try-new-things kind of people who drinks mushroom coffee and eats chocolate-covered potato chips, she helped herself to some of the tofurkey as she dished up a plate of seconds.

“Mom,” she said, pushing back her plate and looking insulted, “this is terrible.”

The dining room got very quiet. Insulting the cook was never good.

“What do you mean?” my mother-in-law finally asked, her cheeks bright red.

“The tofurky,” my sister-in-law said. Turning to me, she said, “Don’t you agree?”

Oh, how I wished the floor would open up and swallow me right then and there. Instead, I said, “I don’t think I’d buy it again. It was a super cool thing to try, though.”

Misery really does love company. Now curious, my husband and brother-in-law tried some. And then my mother-in-law and other sister-in-law. Pretty soon, everyone had taken a bite and was making faces and laughing. The tofurky was unanimously voted off the island.

Cleaning up after the meal, the leftover tofurky was unceremoniously dumped into the garbage amidst cheers and more laughter, and I realized I’d become part of one of the family’s inside jokes. I loved it.

— A.L. Padden —
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Vegetables are a must on a diet. I recommend carrot cake, zucchini bread, and pumpkin pie.

~Jim Davis



My sister-in-law, Debi, loves to cook and bake. And she is very good at it! She could take a single bite of a dish and replicate it easily. And often improve the taste.

On Thanksgiving Day, she woke at dawn with a plan. My parents loved pumpkin pie, and she wanted to surprise them. She was going to make a pumpkin pie totally from scratch! No canned pumpkin filling nor frozen pie crust for her.

She started with the pumpkin. She had visited the farmers’ market the day before searching for the perfect gourd. First, she cleaned it. She hated the slimy task of removing the seeds and the stringy center. She harvested the seeds, intending to toast most of them for a snack later. She would plant the rest in her garden in the spring.

She prepared the pumpkin meat by coating it with canola oil before putting it in the oven to bake.

Next, she prepared the crust. She carefully measured the ingredients and mixed them to make the dough. She lined the baking pan carefully with the dough.

She puréed the baked pumpkin, added her secret spices, and made her filling. It went into the formed crust and then in the oven.

She carefully monitored the baking. She watched her gourmet treat like a mother hen caring for her chicks. She rotated it in the oven several times to ensure it baked evenly. The rich aroma of the pie filled the air. It smelled delicious.

When she pulled it from the oven, she was delighted. This was likely her crowning achievement. She carefully examined it from every angle. It was perfect.

Next, she whipped cream for the topping. She couldn’t wait to see her in-laws’ eyes. She was so proud. This was how she expressed her love for them.

It was time to drive to our parents’ house. She packed the pie and whipped cream into an open box. She carefully entered the front seat of my brother’s Land Cruiser and put on her seatbelt. Then, she placed the box with the pie and whipped cream in her lap.

Then, Mike brought out Calypso.

Calypso was Mike’s Irish Setter. The dog could likely have been a champion at the dog shows. He was gorgeous! He had all the beauty of that breed — well-formed and -shaped, with beautiful red fur that would have made many colleens jealous. People often praised Mike for the beauty of his dog. But not his intelligence. Calypso was as dumb as a brick.

Mike took Calypso with him nearly everywhere he went, but Debi protested about the dog going to our parents’ house. Mike insisted. Debi was not happy as Calypso rode happily in the backseat.

My wife and I arrived at my parents’ house barely two minutes behind my brother and sister-in-law. When we pulled into the driveway, we saw a most unusual scene. My sister-in-law was only five feet tall and weighed barely one hundred pounds. But there she was trying to kill first my brother and then his dog.

On the drive to our parents’ house, she had carefully balanced the box containing the pie in her lap. The roads in the area were rough and bumpy, and the Land Cruiser was a hard ride. But she kept it safe and secure in her arms.

When they parked in my parents’ driveway, three things happened simultaneously. Mike opened his door and stepped out of the vehicle. Debi put the pie on the seat beside herself so she could undo her seatbelt. And Calypso leaped over the seat to follow Mike out of the vehicle. When he did, one of his massive paws landed squarely in the middle of Debi’s pie!

As I said, diminutive Debi was first going to kill my brother and then Calypso. However, she wisely changed her mind and opted to merely smash the remaining bits of pie into Mike’s face. But he kept backpedaling across the lawn with his wife in hot pursuit. She had the pie balanced in her right hand, waiting for a clear shot at Mike’s nose. And he was barely successful in staying just outside of accurate pie-throwing range.

As she stalked her husband, Debi kept up a barrage of off-color descriptions of my brother, including a challenge to whether our parents were ever legally married! Despite her size, Debi had tremendous lung power, and her tirade created a great deal of curiosity and attention throughout the neighborhood. Soon, many of my parents’ neighbors were outside their homes, watching the events happening in the front yard.

Supposedly, the betting was heavily in favor of Debi.

Our parents then came out of the house to learn what all the ruckus was about. My mother, always the peacemaker, calmed down Debi and took away the pie. The two females were joined by my wife, and they went inside to console Debi and cry together, while agreeing that my brother, my father, myself and all men in general are selfish, stupid, useless wastes of human flesh. And that women could do better without us.

Meanwhile, Mike, Dad and I were hiding in Dad’s garage, hoping our uncontrolled fits of laughter were not reaching certain feminine ears.

Calypso ate a butterfly.

It ultimately was another great Thanksgiving feast. Tensions were a bit high, but it was peaceful overall.

When the meal was completed, dessert was served. Mom had artfully cut the paw print out of the surviving pie. She then split the remaining scraps into six portions. They were all served with plenty of whipped cream. The ratio of pie to whipped cream was about 1:3. Each of us received about three bites of pie.

I’m not a fan of pumpkin pie, but I must admit that it was delicious. Perhaps the occasional red canine hairs contributed to the delightful flavor.

We named the pie Debi’s Doggone Good Pumpkin Pie, for obvious reasons.

She did not join in our merriment.

— Chip Kirkpatrick —
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The role of genius is not to complicate the simple, but to simplify the complicated.

~Criss Jami, Killosophy



Growing up, I always believed that the pilgrims were Italian. This was because our large extended family used to pile like sardines into my maternal Italian American grandparents’ small home for a marathon eating fest every Thanksgiving.

With Italians, it’s always about the food. The Italian antipasto and hot and cold hors d’oeuvres were followed by sit-down courses of salad and bread, soup, macaroni, and fish. All of this led to the pièce de résistance — the moment when the golden-roasted turkey was carried to the dinner table.

Seated in front of fine china, silver flatware, and a host of traditional Thanksgiving sides, we pressed our hands together, bowed our heads and said grace. After a hearty “Amen,” we unfolded our cloth napkins and triangulated them beneath our chins. My grandfather proudly sharpened his knives right at the table and carved that big bird with surgical precision.

By then, few of us had room to fully appreciate the magnificence of the turkey. We also knew the kitchen table was weighed down with desserts — Italian cookies, pastries, and more traditional pies.

But times change. Many of the older Italian American relatives sadly departed, and other family members moved or had other holiday dinners to attend. My mother and I took over the responsibility for Thanksgiving. Slowly, the traditional seven-course meal was whittled down, simplified to lighter, finger-food appetizers followed by the main turkey course and dessert.

In recent years, as our crowd has shrunk down even more, Thanksgiving has metamorphosed from a sit-down dinner into an informal Thanksgiving Day Cocktail Party. Some people are scandalized. Others are grateful.

Our newfangled version of Thanksgiving still includes a steady stream of hearty Italian wines and prosecco. But the dining-room table becomes a rotating smorgasbord of delectable nibbles feasted on throughout the day: bacon-wrapped scallops, dips and cheeses, meatballs (Swedish and Italian), turkey skewers, mini-ravioli with butter and sage, arancini (stuffed Sicilian rice balls), sausage (kielbasa and sweet Italian), and baked, stuffed clams… among other dishes.

I have to admit it’s even more work than making a traditional Thanksgiving meal, but it’s worth it. People show up when they can throughout the day so they don’t have to pick only one party to attend. Many of our guests stop by on their way to somewhere else, and we wouldn’t have seen them at all if we were having a formal dinner.

Does it really make a difference if you stuff a bird, mash potatoes and stir up cranberry sauce or if you set up trays of shrimp cocktail and crudités and fry up some mozzarella sticks on Thanksgiving? Maybe our feast is not what my grandparents would’ve envisioned. But as a third-generation Italian American who now prepares this novel Thanksgiving feast, it’s still about a day where hungry pilgrims gather to celebrate the annual harvest. And the many hours I spend chopping, sautéing and serving become springboards for reflection and a personal act of thanksgiving, love and gratitude.

Even if I’ve replaced the china and silver with paper plates and cocktail toothpicks.

— Kathleen Gerard —
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You will do foolish things, but do them with enthusiasm.

~Colette



The tradition in our house was to have a real tree at Christmas. Over the years, the specifications became quite fixed. The tree should be eight feet tall, have lots of healthy branches, and be the perfect shape. Creativity was allowed only when it came to the type of tree. Scotch pine, Balsam and Douglas fir were all acceptable choices as long as they were freshly cut and smelled good.

I always took pride in being able to pick just the right tree. I had it down to a science, or so I thought. My wife and I could never understand why anyone would settle for anything less than real tree perfection. An extensive choice was always available at every corner.

One winter, I was suffering from a particularly bad flu. When it came to tree picking, my wife decided she could go it alone. At the local market, she found a tree that looked to fit the bill. At the time, she remembers thinking, What was hard about this? She was a bit surprised by the high price she had to pay for her “vision of loveliness” but decided, as it was the local market, it was worth the money.

Most trees are tightly bound when they are on display. This makes it difficult to tell exactly how they will look when unwrapped. Unfortunately, when she removed the binding string, rather than expanding into a decent shape, the tree actually seemed to flatten. I am sure that my comment that it would have made a nice wall hanging didn’t help. She good-naturedly put up with my tree critique, but after this episode we agreed that any future selection had to be a mutual decision.

When we moved into a condominium, we decided to continue the real tree tradition although we were aware that most condos did not encourage them. We were in a new building, and the condo board had not yet had time to set up any of the usual restrictions, so we decided to continue until forced to make other arrangements.

It always seemed to be the coldest day of the year when we went to make our choice at the local tree lot. The sale was sponsored by one of the local hospitals. In previous years, we’d quickly and efficiently located the perfect tree. Our method was to walk around the area and lock onto any tree that fit the eight-foot criterion. I would grab it with both hands and take it to the checkout as quickly as possible before I froze. Helpful volunteers wisely waited in a warm hut until the customers made their choice and then would come out to take the money, offer to cut off the bottom of the trunk, and help load it onto the car. This year, I was so cold that I simply paid the money and turned down the trimming offer, saying that I would do it myself when the weather warmed up.

We smuggled the tree through the garage, into the elevator, and up to our eighth-floor apartment. It dropped a number of needles on the way, but I figured it was just part of the thawing process. To prevent it from dropping many more, I put it out on the balcony until I could deal with the trunk trimming. As soon as it was safely stowed, I rushed back down to the garage to clean up as many of the needles as I could to cover our tracks. Nobody would ever suspect that we had brought in a real tree.

A couple of days and a few thousand dropped pine needles later, I was ready to trim the excess off the trunk. I balanced the tree high against the balcony rail and lifted it in the air to saw the end. My saw wasn’t exactly suited to the task. The sap in the tree jammed the teeth at almost every stroke. The job was taking much longer than I had anticipated, and I was steadily losing patience but gaining heat with each cut.

I was almost finished when I must have raised the end too high in the air. To my horror, the tree tumbled over the rail. I held my breath as it half-floated and half-plummeted down six stories onto my neighbor’s second-floor patio. When I peered cautiously over the rail, I saw that the tree had come to rest amid some expensive-looking, snow-covered patio furniture. It had managed to lose even more needles in the fall. They were strewn all over the patio. My overwhelming instinct was to deny ownership, but I suspected that it could be easily traced back to me.

When I finally worked up enough courage, I went down to introduce myself to my new neighbors and collect what was left of my tree. Apart from my dignity, there seemed to be very little other damage, and I was able to clean up the debris and make my way back up to my apartment. I finished the trunk trimming and installed the tree in its holder. It made my wife’s tree of the previous year look good. In spite of having lost most of its needles, I did think that, with its lights, ornaments and baubles, it looked quite presentable.

Sometime in the middle of that night, we were awakened by a loud crash. Not knowing what to expect, we rushed to the living room just as our cat was making a hasty exit. The tree, complete with water container, decorations and the last remnants of needles, was spread out across the floor.

That night of all nights, the cat had decided to see what it would be like to roost in the upper branches. He must have had quite a surprise when he found out he was a lot heavier than the average Christmas ornament. We spent about two hours cleaning up the mess. Early the next morning, the tree remnants were wrapped in plastic and smuggled down to the garbage room. As I’m sure no one expected a tree to be dumped a week before Christmas, we managed to do it unobserved.

Sadly, this heralded the end of a long-standing family tradition. From that day on, a real tree would never again darken our doorstep. Overnight, we became converts to the advantages of the artificial tree, and so began a new tradition.

— James A. Gemmell —
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