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Thanksgiving, man. Not a good day to be my pants.

~Kevin James



Thanksgiving is a big deal in our family. We always have a huge gathering with all my husband’s brothers and their wives and adult kids. One particular year, my brother-in-law and sister-in-law, Steve and Pat, were hosting the whole family. Pat was making a traditional roasted turkey and several side dishes. Everyone else was bringing their contributions to round out a huge family feast. My husband Tom was asked if he would do a smoked turkey as he had in years past. Everyone loves the smoked turkey, and he never minds doing it.

A week or so before Thanksgiving, we went to the grocery store to get our turkey. In the meat department, we picked out a large turkey and added it to the buggy. Tom picked up a Cornish hen and said, “I think we should just do this one,” laughing at his suggestion. And then an idea hit me, so we bought the Cornish hen, too.

We got up early Thanksgiving morning to put the turkey on the smoker. We prepped both the turkey and the Cornish hen in the same way, coating them with a tasty spice rub. We put on the turkey but waited a while to add the Cornish hen since it was much smaller and would overcook in the time the turkey needed. Both would end up done about 11:00 a.m., and we were headed to our family gathering at noon.

When the birds came off the smoker, we decided how to arrange our prank. We carved up the big turkey, placed all the slices on a large platter, and covered it with foil. Then, we put the small Cornish hen in the middle of our traditional big turkey platter. We garnished around it with fruit and herbs as we usually did the smoked turkey. Then, we covered it with foil but domed and shaped the foil so it appeared that a full-sized turkey was under there.

We loaded up the car with the food, including a few desserts I had made. We put the turkey in the back seat instead of the back of the SUV where all the food was because we knew that, when we arrived, Steve would come out and help us bring everything in, and we didn’t want him to see it. Sure enough, Steve helped us unload the foods, and Tom made sure that he carried the prank turkey platter himself so the weight wouldn’t be a giveaway. After everything was inside, except for the real turkey, we greeted everyone and joined the party.

A few minutes later, Tom slipped out to the car and got the tray of real turkey. He snuck back into the house through the laundry room and left the platter of carved turkey back there. He rejoined the party, and no one was the wiser while the prank platter sat on the kitchen counter.

We visited with the family for a bit and helped Pat with some last-minute tasks in the kitchen. It was nearing the time to put the food out on the table. “We need to carve the turkey,” Tom said. “Steve, do you have an electric knife?” Steve said he did and rummaged through a kitchen cupboard to pull it out. He was installing the blades on it when Tom said, “Would you go ahead and carve it, please, Steve?”

“Sure,” Steve said, and he slid the platter in front of him. Of course, a lot of the family gathered around for the carving of the turkey, waiting expectantly to see the golden-brown bird.

“I’m not really sure why, but the turkey seemed to shrink up a little this time on the smoker,” Tom said casually as Steve pulled at the edges of the foil and lifted it off the platter. What was revealed was a golden-brown bird — but not the one everyone expected to see. The Cornish hen looked tiny in the middle of the platter, and Steve and the whole family burst into laughter. It was fun to hear the genuine, deep belly laughs from everyone.

“It shrunk a little bit?” Steve asked. “That’s a lot-a-bit! Pat, it’s a good thing we cooked that other turkey. This one isn’t going to go very far.”

As the laughter died down, we owned up to having the real turkey platter, and I went to get it. Steve and Tom decided to cut up the Cornish hen, too, and we piled those pieces on top of the sliced turkey.

The table was set, the family was seated, and Steve’s adult son Jeff said grace. He made sure to thank God for the provided food — especially for the Cornish hen. The family enjoyed a wonderful Thanksgiving meal together that year and many years afterward. And the story of the tiny turkey comes up as a fun memory almost every year.

— Kim Cook —
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Thanksgiving is a time of togetherness and gratitude.

~Nigel Hamilton



My tears flowed when the commercial came on again. It seemed like the station was playing this commercial every fifteen minutes, and I couldn’t bear to see it again. I don’t know what the ad was trying to sell, but a large, lovely family was gathered around a long table laden with a bountiful Thanksgiving dinner. Everyone was talking, laughing, and beaming happily at one another.

That was my family once. I came from a large, close-knit family. I was the oldest daughter, so when Mama got older, I gladly took over hosting our Thanksgiving dinner.

Those were such happy times, and I never thought about the inevitable time when they would be just a memory. As the years passed, and we all grew older, our family gatherings became smaller and smaller. Kids grew up and moved away or just lost interest, and we lost the older generation one by one. When my sister Alice died, my brother Jim hugged me after the funeral. “It’s just the two of us now, sis.”

For the past three years, there has only been me. This Thanksgiving, I planned to open a can of soup and sit alone at my kitchen table again. It would just be me and my memories.

The next morning, I went to the supermarket to pick up a few things. Most of the other shoppers were putting huge turkeys and hams in their carts, preparing for Thanksgiving Day. I stood in the aisle looking at the cans of soup while people with carts laden with all kinds of wonderful things passed me. I sighed. “You can do a little better than this,” I said to myself, scowling at the array of soups.

I made my way over to the frozen food and stared at the prepared dinners. If one could judge by the pictures on the packages, they all would be quite delicious. I chuckled. They wouldn’t taste like a homecooked Thanksgiving feast, but they should certainly taste better than a can of soup. I chose a turkey dinner and tossed it into my cart.

On my way out of the store, I stopped by the bulletin board where people posted things for sale, odd jobs they needed done, babysitter want ads, and so forth. I paused in front of the bulletin board as an idea formed in my mind. Before I could talk myself out of it, I fished around in my purse for paper and pen. There was a bench nearby, and I sat down to carefully compose my note. It had to sound sincere.

My heart raced as I wrote it:


Are you going to be alone on Thanksgiving Day? So am I. But we don’t have to be. Let’s get together and share a meal, some conversation, and some companionship. Everyone who is interested is encouraged to reply. No restrictions of any kind. Any age, sex, race, religion, etc. If you, like me, don’t look forward to being alone on Thanksgiving Day, please call.



I scolded myself all the way home. “Who do you think wants to have Thanksgiving dinner with strangers? You’re a foolish old woman. What if some unsavory person shows up at your door?” It was all I could do to keep from returning to the supermarket and snatching my note off the bulletin board.

I didn’t hear anything for two days. Then, on the third day, I got a call from a retired schoolteacher. On the fourth day, I got three more calls. By the end of the eighth day, I had twelve people eager to be a part of the communal Thanksgiving dinner. I decided that it was time to take down the note before my expectations got out of hand. As I was taking down the note, I heard a small sigh and glanced up to see a young woman with two small kids standing next to me.

“Am I too late?” she asked.

I looked into her tired face and shook my head. “Not at all. How many are you bringing?”

“It’s just us,” she said softly. “Just us.”

I looked at the two little girls at her feet. “It will be nice to have children,” I said, smiling down at them.

I baked a huge turkey with dressing, and everyone else contributed what they could. I looked around at the people gathered around my dining room table and the overflow table in the kitchen. There were six retired women, three retired men, a construction worker, a nurse’s assistant, a fellow who had just gotten out of the army, and the young woman with the two little girls.

We were a motley group. The only rule I made was that we would not ask questions of one another. People were free to tell us as little or as much as they wanted to about themselves and their circumstances. Although the atmosphere was a little stiff at first, soon everyone was laughing, talking, and having a good time. I glanced around and smiled. Once again, I had people gathered around my table at Thanksgiving, and my house was filled with chatter and laughter.

We made a pact to keep in touch and make the gathering our new Thanksgiving tradition. By the next Thanksgiving, we had lost a few and gained a couple of new people by word of mouth. It has been eight years now, and seven of my original guests are still members of what we simply call “The Thanksgiving Group.” We have become friends and see one another at other times, too. We still have an open invitation to anyone who will be alone on Thanksgiving Day. Word gets around, and I have never had to place an ad again for someone to share Thanksgiving with me. The eight of us enjoy it tremendously, and it is always fun to see who will be joining us for Thanksgiving dinner.

— Elizabeth A. Atwater —
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Recognizing and leaning into the discomfort of vulnerability teaches us how to live with joy.

~Brené Brown



I was thrilled when I graduated from flight attendant training and received my silver wings. I had been excited that, at fifty years old, my secret dream had come true. Thanksgiving was in two days, and I wanted to rush home and celebrate with my daughters and friends after the intense three-week program that I’d just completed.

I hadn’t even boarded the short flight from Virginia to Philadelphia when my phone beeped. The welcome message from my new manager ended with a final sentence that melted away my joy.

“Work Assignment: Thursday, November 23. Flight 768, PHLYOW, terminal D. 6:00-9:48 a.m.” The message was followed by a three-day schedule and the captain and copilot’s names.

I read it in shock. I had to work on Thanksgiving Day? Harsh realities replaced my fantasies about the glamorous flight attendant life. This was my first taste of a typical rookie flight attendant’s day. Instead of working 9 to 5, I could work as many as eighteen hours a day and as many as five flights in a day.

I couldn’t remember which city the airport code, YOW, stood for. I had no idea where I was going.

Fear sluiced through my body. Worry dogged me through the flight home.

I wasn’t ready. I’d planned to review my notes and practice the safety speech. The fifty-seater Bombardier aircraft required only one flight attendant. I would be working alone, without a seasoned FA to share the in-flight responsibilities. Somehow, over the next day and a half, I got organized.

I hid nervousness behind my smile. Fortunately, I didn’t make too many mistakes.

The pilots, who lived in the Raleigh-Durham area, left me at the hotel pickup zone with a cheerful “Happy Thanksgiving, Karla. See you in the morning.”

Despondently, I waited for the hotel van, shivering as the cold breeze snuck under my navy overcoat.

“Don’t be silly,” I told myself. “This isn’t the first time you’ve worked on a holiday.” But it would be the first time I’d miss Thanksgiving with my family. I called my daughters, glad that they were enjoying the holiday with friends.

Twenty minutes later, I checked into the Holiday Inn Express. As the motherly reservation agent handed me a key card, I was tackled from the back. I rocked on my heels and looked over my shoulder. I expected to find that a clumsy dog or kid had collided with me. “Hey, if you don’t mind,” I said. My eyebrows lifted in shock. I knew this young woman. We were wearing the same navy uniform. What a great surprise!

“Shawnie?” Laughing, I turned around fully and returned the short brunette’s hug.

“Karly, I’m so glad to see you,” squealed her familiar Southern voice. Her muted makeup and neat updo were completely different from the vivid fashions she preferred. “We made it through our first day. Look at us, all professional and styling.”

My heart lifted at seeing a friendly face. “Am I glad to see you!” I had been too shy to socialize with most of my younger classmates. But our twenty-five-year age difference hadn’t made a difference to this young woman. We had eaten lunch together a few times. We took the elevator together, talking excitedly about our first day. We both got off on the third floor. Her room was near mine, so we made plans to meet in a half-hour to have dinner together.

I changed out of my uniform into a pair of jeans and a pink sweater. Finding Shawnie had restored my good mood. I had someone to share Thanksgiving with! Though we both had an early wake-up call, I was much happier. We met at the elevator and rode down to the lobby, talking non-stop. Her day had been as exciting as mine.

I paused at the reception desk. “Excuse me, can you tell me where’s the closest restaurant?”

The lady’s eyes twinkled. “Got a hot date for you. You two are invited to dinner at the Cracker Barrel restaurant. The hotel shuttle bus will drop you off.”

I exchanged a surprised look with my friend. I shook my head. “You’re kidding me, right? I don’t know anyone here.”

Shawnie giggled. “Hot grits and honey, I’m all for a surprise.” She winked. “Is he eye candy? That’s all I need to know.”

On the way there, we still hadn’t figured it out. My life had certainly gotten more interesting. I had met so many strangers that day that it didn’t occur to me to be scared. Worse comes to worse, I told myself, we could ditch any undesirable company and treat ourselves to pricey hotel food.

I had never been to a Cracker Barrel, and their charming gift shop made me want to start Christmas shopping right away. We followed the delicious smells that made me realize how hungry I was. The hostess led us to a long table. I hesitated, sure that there had been a mistake. A hot date meant one person, not ten strangers.

A stocky man came forward and shook our hands. “Happy Thanksgiving, fellow crew members. I was in the lobby when you checked in. I’m Captain Clark with United. You’re rookies, right?”

“Yes, first day, in fact,” I said, marveling that I was surrounded by flight crew members. After the introductions, we sat down and ordered. The other pilots and flight attendants were friendly and included us in their conversations.

Feeling bold, I ordered catfish with a side of hash-brown casserole and a small salad. For dessert, I had delicious chocolate cake made with Coca Cola. It wasn’t a typical Thanksgiving meal, but then again, nothing about the day had been typical.

Before dinner ended, the captain stood and raised his glass. “I’d like to welcome the newest FAs, Karla and Shawnie, to our airline. Whether you’re flying regional or mainline, we’re a family. We look out for each other. Dinner is on me. Everyone, have a happy Thanksgiving and fly safe tomorrow.”

I raised my sweet tea and toasted “Fly safe!” with my new airline family. I laughed with everyone instead of revealing how his words had touched me, but I was actually a bit teary.

It was the perfect ending to an amazing day.

I hadn’t missed Thanksgiving, after all.

— Karla Brown —
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I cook with wine, sometimes I even add it to the food.

~W.C. Fields



My Thanksgiving nightmare began when I realized one of my turkeys had been stolen from my back porch, aka the auxiliary refrigeration system. I noticed bear footprints leading away from the scene of the crime.

Of course, it was the day before the big feast, when scores of people were due for dinner. I threw on my clothes and headed to the local store, hoping to find a turkey that was the right size at the last minute.

Thirty minutes later, at store number four, I found one. But my pleasing, portly poultry, weighing a luscious twenty-four pounds, was frozen solid. There was no way this birdzilla would thaw out overnight.

After hours of giving that creature a cold-water bath to coax it to thaw, I had a flash of genius. Could I pull off this devious plan without poisoning my guests? Oh, what’s a little stomachache among friends, right?

At 3:00 a.m., under the cover of darkness, I crept to the hot tub, placed “Tom” into a fishnet I had used as a pool-house decoration, and then tossed it into the warm, rushing waters. I figured the plastic covering around the turkey would act just like an oven-baking bag.

After an hour, during which time I joined Tom in the hot tub, I dried off and pulled out the turkey. Then I snuck the nicely warmed bird back into the kitchen. I pulled off the plastic wrapping and gave the turkey its next warm bath, in the sink. Then I removed the once-frozen giblets from their cavity, now soft and warm, and gave the great bird another rinsing.

I made a delicious chestnut-and-cranberry stuffing, with chopped onions, croutons, and a nice hunk of Irish butter. It was sauteed with love and shoved into that roomy cavity. It was getting close to 5:00 in the morning, a perfect time to get both turkeys into the extra-large oven. I could differentiate between the two birds because one had meat stuffing while my “quick-thaw” bird had chestnut stuffing.

I set the oven to 300 degrees and headed off to bed for a few hours. I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow, thanks to the spiced eggnog I had taste-tested for everyone while keeping the turkey company in the hot tub.

When I woke up, the turkey already smelled wonderful. I had pulled it off, averted disaster, and no one was the wiser.

Later that day, our guests sat down for the holiday feast. The blessing said at the table by one guest had a bizarrely special meaning to me. He said Thanksgiving is a time to feel blessed for all experiences, the usual ones and unexpected ones, too. My husband carved the majestic birds, although the hot-tub turkey almost slipped off the bones. Guests actually “oohed” at its succulent meat.

During the meal, I noticed more people favored the hot-tub turkey over the original roast. My curiosity took over; I decided to try some. Now, I understood the guests’ “oohs.” This turkey was the moistest, sweetest-tasting bird I had ever eaten. It truly melted as soon as I put it in my mouth. Swallowing that tender, juicy flesh, I felt like a Thanksgiving explorer who had discovered a secret the rest of mankind didn’t know. By the time I finished my first helping, hot-tub Tom was picked clean. I scraped a few remaining pieces from the carcass but craved more.

Friends and relatives asked me what I did differently to that particular turkey to make it so yummy. I told them it was my new and special recipe that I could never ever divulge.

That stays between us, okay?

— Venus Velvet —
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Entertaining doesn’t need to be a difficult or daunting process…. It just requires a little thought, creativity, and heart.

~Maury Ankrum



I suppose you could call me a “Thanksgiving Scrooge.” While I’m a huge believer in the importance of gratitude — and have a daily gratitude practice that I never miss — something about the Thanksgiving holiday itself has never clicked with me.

My first problem: the dishes.

As a mom who held down an extremely demanding job while her children were growing up, I always felt the word “holiday” should imply a break from setting the table, clearing it, running the dishwasher, washing pots, wiping everything down, and sweeping up the crumbs. Thanksgiving, let’s be honest, requires a lot of cleanup, even if everyone helps, as they do in my family.

My second problem: the food.

Turkey and mashed potatoes are not dishes I would choose on my own, never mind odd Thanksgiving classics like candied yams or cranberry relish. Also, lots of folks in my extended family have food issues. My husband and a dear family friend are both gluten- and lactose-free, so pies, stuffing, rolls and a host of other traditional dishes are troublesome. One son insists mashed potatoes be made with butter and cream, so two versions must be created in order to provide for the lactose-free crowd (more prep work and more dishes).

One sister and her husband are vegetarians and need a separate main course (more dishes). My father can’t have chocolate or nuts. Both sons insist on gravy, but no one wants to make it. Disappointment and guilt ensue.

I hear you saying that we should go out to eat for Thanksgiving. But my father has Alzheimer’s and is hard of hearing, so restaurants are tough for him.

I hear you saying that we should order in our next Thanksgiving dinner. But it’s been challenging to find a place that can accommodate all our complex dietary restrictions.

What I don’t hear you saying is: “Order Chinese food.”

But that’s exactly what I did five or six years ago. We didn’t endure the mad rush at the grocery store that week. Thanksgiving Day itself was so relaxing. I think I went for a long walk. We slept late. Maybe we watched some football on TV. There was no endless fussing in the kitchen. It was lovely.

When my extended family came over that evening, there were plenty of options for everyone’s dietary needs. Since there was zero cooking and almost no cleanup, we had time to sit around the fire, talk, and play games.

Isn’t that really what Thanksgiving is about? Gathering with our loved ones, relaxing, and enjoying each other’s company? I assure you that I was quite thankful. Leading up to the holiday, when friends and co-workers learned of my Chinese-food Thanksgiving plans, many of them (mostly women) said, “Oh, I wish I could do that!”

In subsequent years, we went traditional again: the turkey, pies, etc. I understand I can’t have my way all the time. But then last year, I said to my husband, “Can we please do something different?”

He said, “How about Rome?”

I found cheap flights. Europe doesn’t observe Thanksgiving, of course, and late November is not a heavy time for tourism. Rome wasn’t especially crowded, and the weather was still pleasant. I found an inexpensive place to stay. It was a special treat to be away with our young adult sons, who have their own lives now. It was wonderful to have pasta and pizza on Thanksgiving.

And no dishes.

This year, we’ll probably go back to the traditional Thanksgiving meal. My husband and boys do like the food, despite my own disinterest. And I’ll go happily along with the plan because I think we’re going to celebrate with my sister-in-law’s family… who lives in Berlin.

I’m so thankful for my alternative Thanksgivings. They make me anticipate — instead of dread — the holiday. If you love the traditional Thanksgiving, right down to the last spoonful of gravy or crumb of apple pie, I say, “Godspeed, enjoy, and that’s wonderful.” But if you’re like me — weary of all the planning, shopping, cooking, and cleaning, and eager to truly have a “holiday” — I hope my story inspires you to do something different.

You’ll be thankful you did!

— Laura Knoy —
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When women support each other, incredible things happen.

~Cher



How hard can it be to cook a turkey? After all, I watched my grandma and mom cook them for as long as I can remember. They would place the turkey in the roaster and pop it in the oven. And, just like that, every year a perfectly golden-brown, roasted bird graced our Thanksgiving table. I never paid much attention to the process. My focus was only on the feast.

I remember the year that things would be different. Although my dear grandma had been gone for several years, this was the first holiday when my mom would be gone, too. She had passed away on November 19, 1997, at the age of 74. Her funeral took place just six days before Thanksgiving.

Facing that first Thanksgiving without my grandma or mom, I quickly realized that not only had I suddenly become the matriarch of our family, but I was next in line to reign over the Thanksgiving dinner. This was a bequest I did not want. I felt sad and nervous. After all, I had never cooked a turkey.

It had been a few harrowing weeks of anticipating the death of my mom, so planning for this feast was a diversion that I sorely needed. It had been difficult to accept that her death was inevitable but more difficult watching her suffer. I was determined to fix a nice holiday dinner for my husband and our two teenagers. They had been close to their Grandma Ruth and missed her, so I wanted to make this Thanksgiving special for them, to ease their grief at least for a bit.

I headed to our neighborhood Kroger where I spotted an ad for turkeys at thirty percent off. I felt like this was a good start. It was in the early morning hours of a beautiful November day. The sun was bright. The usual Midwest gloominess was replaced by a sapphire-blue sky and crisp, cold temperatures. Large, lacey snowflakes glistened in the sun.

The energy that morning in Kroger was contagious. Holiday music was playing softly overhead, and fall decorations seemed to take over the store. Gourds and pumpkins, flower-filled cornucopias, tins of decorated cookies, and bags of candy corn were on display everywhere.

The grocery store was packed with wall-to-wall shoppers, mostly women, pushing carts brimming with all the holiday fixings. The atmosphere was festive, and I was trying my best to enjoy this bittersweet experience. So far, so good, until I got to the turkey aisle.

Staring down into the bin of frozen birds, I could feel my emotions bubbling up inside me. I started to panic. So many different sizes, so many different brands, so many different emotions, so many different memories.

The tears started flowing, slowly at first, until the sobbing took over. The lady next to me looked worried and asked kindly, “Are you okay?”

I felt myself starting to have a meltdown right there in the frozen-turkey aisle of Kroger.

I whispered through my sobs, “No, I am not okay. My mom just died, and she always cooked the turkey.”

I was now fully engulfed in the ugly-cry. As my shoulders started to shake and the sobs gained momentum, a fellow customer hugged me when she overheard me say, “I never cooked a turkey.”

By now, I was causing quite a stir. Several women were alerted by my sobs. They lovingly surrounded me, grabbing tissues from their purses. I could hear faint whispers, “Poor thing just lost her mom… funeral was days ago… never cooked a turkey.”

I also heard louder voices giving well-intended advice, “Use a cooking bag, rub the turkey with oil, stuff the turkey, don’t stuff the turkey, find the bag of gizzards inside the cavity, throw it away, cook it for the dressing.”

The whispers of compassion and the voices of guidance spoken by the unlikely support group of women in the frozen-turkey aisle in Kroger that day was, to me, the language of love.

“You’ll be okay… You can do it… I’m here for you if you need help… Your mom would be proud.”

These compassionate ladies were there for me, just when I needed them. They lined up to embrace me. Some gave me telephone numbers on slips of paper to call for help if needed.

Some shared stories of their own mother’s passing, while others, with tears in their eyes, admitted they were also having a hard time facing the holidays.

These sympathetic strangers gave me comfort and confidence that I would somehow make it through this first Thanksgiving without my mom.

As I walked out of Kroger that morning, frozen turkey in hand, I heard someone shout, “Have a happy Thanksgiving!” I smiled, thinking about our family tradition of sharing what each of us is thankful for.

This year, I knew I would share that I was thankful for the loving ladies I met in the frozen-turkey aisle of Kroger.

— Karen Kipfer Smith —
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True hospitality consists of giving the best of yourself to your guests.

~Eleanor Roosevelt



We’d always had a traditional Thanksgiving dinner with our parents and siblings. But one year, my sister Karen warned us she would be late because she had to work a shift at the restaurant where she was a part-time waitress. We waited and waited, nibbling on carrot sticks and worrying as the food cooled.

Finally, Karen arrived at 5:45 p.m. and she was not alone.

Inside the doorway, towering over her, was a scruffy-faced guy wearing torn jeans and a flannel shirt that stopped two inches short of his wrists. He gave a hesitant smile and raised his hand to wave “hello” at the four of us. Karen cheerfully explained that David was someone she had met a few days earlier when leaving work. He was going through hard times and sometimes stood outside her workplace asking for change for meals.

My parents looked skeptical. Karen started talking faster. “You said one time that we could invite a friend to Thanksgiving dinner.”

My dad harrumphed and sat down at the table. My mother started asking when she could have possibly said that, but then she stopped and said, “Well, um… never mind. Let’s all sit down!” And then she started asking questions.

David turned out to be a college student who struggled to find enough work to cover tuition and rent. With loan payments pending and rent due, he’d given up his apartment and was living out of his car. Between gulping down large spoonfuls of cranberry sauce, he answered every question and repeatedly thanked my parents for letting him eat with us.

My older sister and I eagerly watched the back and forth between our mom, David, and our little sister, Karen. We were fascinated by this situation, and wondered how much trouble Karen would be in with our parents after our surprise guest left. And we also wondered if he was going to eat all the cranberry sauce!

Finally, the interrogation ended when my dad said, “Bette, let him eat.”

We all ate in silence for the next couple of minutes until my dad put down his fork and cleared his throat. The quieter of my two parents, he had only one question — an inquiry about how well David’s car was running.

“Sir, there is a little rattle, but I’m thinking the undercarriage is okay for now. It’s kind of you to ask.”

I noticed my dad sit up a little straighter.

“David, let’s check that out before you leave so you are safe on the road.”

By the time dinner was over, David’s presence went from being an outlandish display of Karen’s spontaneous nature to a wonderful memory of how my parents respond to unexpected surprises. Even better, they started a new tradition.

In subsequent years, each of us was encouraged to invite someone to join us for Thanksgiving dinner. It was a welcome new tradition for our family: the act of sharing not only food but also ourselves and our blessings.

My folks’ only request was that they get some kind of notice so they could make enough food for everyone, especially enough cranberry sauce.

— Susan Bartlett —
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The only real stumbling block is fear of failure. In cooking, you’ve got to have a what-the-hell attitude.

~Julia Child




Ye gads! What did he say?

Told his family I’d host Thanksgiving Day?

Please tell me that wasn’t what I heard.

Side dishes, pies and a 20-pound bird. Absurd.

Only married a year but what’s to fear?

Just a critical mother-in-law and cousins galore.

He knows my go-to meal is pizza, Delivered to my door.

But, hey, I love a challenge. An optimistic woman strong.

With YouTube and Food Network, What could possibly go wrong?

I accept my assignment with vigor and joy.

Every trick of TV chefs I will employ.

And I delve into cookbooks. What the heck is brine?

You put the turkey in a bag?

This calls for wine (in me, not the bird).

Don’t forget to remove the innards.

Put your hand in where? Pull out the gizzards,

The neck, the heart and, oh no, there’s the liver.

My husband will soon learn, I’m not a forgiver.

But I look on the bright side. Call in the forces.

Grandma Brown and Auntie Jo, two strong resources.

They’ve cooked many a fine turkey in their day.

Too bad they’re a thousand miles away.

And who knew so many decisions to make.

Do I deep-fry this bird or simply oven bake?

My husband’s proclamation is driving me wild.

I’m no Martha Stewart or Julia Child.

Now the day is drawing near, done research galore.

The traditional green-bean casserole and so much more.

I’m feeling quite smug — but then comes the tweet,

Of all the foods his family won’t eat.

John’s a vegan, Liz can’t have gluten, Dan’s allergic to whey.

I suggest they make a reservation at the nearest buffet (but not out loud).

There were just a few mishaps — a bit of a chore,

When the raw bird dropped and slid across the kitchen floor.

Had mother-in-law seen this she might have been cruel.

I grabbed Tom Turkey by his legs… and called the five-second rule.

I did the math, twenty minutes per pound,

But after allotted time, it wasn’t even brown.

The little red button stayed buried deep in his chest.

I called the Butterball Hotline (who knew?) totally stressed.

They said, “Sometimes, the button doesn’t rise or fall.”

Why did I get the one turkey on faulty-parts recall?

“Now, remove the foil, slap more butter on the breast,

Turn your oven up high… and hope for the best.”

But after the last of the pumpkin pie,

They all gave me kisses and hugs goodbye.

Perhaps I’ll host it again next year.

I know now there’s nothing to fear.

I can handle this rowdy bunch.

My most secret recipe — I kept spiking the punch.



— Violetta Armour —
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Food, in the end, in our own tradition, is something holy. It’s not about nutrients and calories. It’s about sharing. It’s about honesty. It’s about identity.

~Louise Fresco



Peeling the spuds for Thursday’s mashed potatoes, I had the feeling that something was off. I was about to celebrate the most important American holiday in its country of origin, the weather was appropriately brisk, my tablet was pouring out seasonal music, and a turkey dinner at a relative’s house was on the calendar.

But it didn’t feel the same as my holiday preparation in Europe (Italy and France), which I’d been doing for more than three decades. It didn’t feel as meaningful. The question was “Why not?”

The answer is multi-layered.

When we moved to Italy, my kids were young and absorbed local culture easily. Thanksgiving had been a way to preserve some American identity, so I was conscientious about preparing a traditional holiday meal on that day.

Advance planning was needed: I had to remember to pick up cranberry sauce and stuffing while visiting the U.S. during the summer. Finding a proper-sized turkey involved trial and error. The menu had to be re-jiggered.

When I was a child, we always started Thanksgiving meal with soup. In Italy, I tried pasta. But once the pasta dish was done, nobody wanted turkey, much less potatoes or stuffing. I soon abandoned that for antipasto. I realized that people didn’t eat salad alongside the main course, so I stopped serving that. People didn’t know what cranberry sauce was, so I had to explain it. People didn’t seem to know that you put potatoes and stuffing alongside the turkey and then put gravy on top of everything, so I had to explain that, too.

As for the guests, the first year or two in Italy, I invited Italian family members. That’s why everything had to be explained. To keep things interesting for my sons, I started inviting one or two of their Italian friends and their parents. Our table capacity was about ten people, which focused the guest list considerably.

When we moved to southern France, we had more space so a lot more flexibility. Now we could have a table exclusively for our sons and their friends, and another for us and the parents of those friends. But I was meeting all kinds of people through my work, and they were all curious about Thanksgiving. New people meant fresh perspectives and an opportunity to introduce non-Americans to our most beloved holiday. We had the space, and extra tables and chairs. One thing led to another, and we wound up with three tables and up to twenty-four people.

The meals were sit-down, with china, linens, and crystal wineglasses, but the service was buffet. That gave me the opportunity to explain about cranberry sauce and how to approach the meal.

What made it interesting was the linguistic challenge. English, French, and Italian were a given, but not everyone spoke every language. And then there were the outliers: Swedish, Spanish, Hungarian, Farsi, Arabic. The years we lived in France, we averaged six to eight languages spoken at Thanksgiving. It took time to map out the seating arrangements to make sure that each person at a table could speak to at least one other person.

I started developing informal guidelines. Almost no one was invited two years in a row — to keep the guest list fresh. I tried to invite guests who ran in separate circles so that no one knew anyone else. Spouses or partners were seated at separate tables to keep things lively. I varied each table by ages and occupations — the banker by the dog trainer, the professor by the child psychologist, the doctor by the artist.

I took care of the basics: turkey, gravy, stuffing, mashed potatoes, and cranberry sauce. Those didn’t change from year to year, but the rest of the menu did. Everyone was asked to bring something to eat or drink. Since the guest list changed every year, so did the contributions.

One year, we wound up with three quiches and no vegetables, so after that people had to choose within categories. However, certain categories had to be specific to the guest’s social behavior. I learned that lesson the year a woman from Parma promised to bring prosciutto. She did, and it was delicious, but she was habitually late and arrived after we had passed from antipasto to the main course.

I learned that I needed to prepare a redundancy for every course — always an appetizer or two, a side dish, and a dessert, just in case people who promised to bring those items didn’t show up. Sadly, there were no-shows almost every year. So, I had to overbook, like an airline, to ensure that my tables remained full and vibrant.

I learned that one’s turkey supplier is fundamental. No supermarket Butterballs in Europe. All the years we lived in France, the turkey varied in quality. The one year I ordered in advance from a fournisseur (supplier) was the year of a nationwide trucking strike. No turkey anywhere. I made a mad dash across the border to Italy the day before Thanksgiving to pick up as many turkey breasts as I could find. Another year, the guests arrived, and the turkey was still in the oven because it was an odd size and consistency. That was the year I learned the wisdom of cooking the bird the day before.

By the time we moved back to Italy, our children were grown and gone. But the idea of sharing Thanksgiving traditions with non-American friends and acquaintances had taken hold, and I decided to continue.

I found an excellent turkey supplier and always ordered a female because they are more tender. The butcher didn’t label them as free-range turkeys, but that’s what they were — obscenely expensive but consistently fantastic. I would stuff the bird on Tuesday, roast it on Wednesday — savoring the aroma as it permeated every square meter of our apartment — and bring it to the butcher that evening so he could slice it professionally. Then, I would arrange the white meat on one platter, the dark meat on another, and have everything ready to re-heat on Thursday.

Since just about all our guests in Italy spoke Italian, I printed up menus and explanations of the Thanksgiving holiday for everyone. Instead of relying on volunteers for various bottles of wine, I found a source and bought Amarone in bulk. A local bakery prepared a cornucopia of breads, most of which weren’t consumed during the evening, but they made a lovely centerpiece for the buffet table. Tables, actually: one for the appetizers, one for the mains, and one for dessert. Just before the main course buffet was ready, I would ring a dinner bell and say a prayer…. Well, more like a mini-speech than a religious exhortation, describing the holiday and thanking our guests for joining us.

What I remember most about these Thanksgivings (aside from the exorbitant amount of work, mostly in logistics) was the vibrant buzz at mealtime. Some years, the tables almost seemed to levitate from the joy of strangers coming together for a uniquely American yet universal celebration of camaraderie. It’s different from the vibe of a family gathering because families are defined by blood and tradition, while my European gatherings were assembled by choice and volition.

Isn’t the latter almost closer to the core idea of Thanksgiving? Gratitude for friendship and new opportunities? Hope for a future of undiscovered promise?

Maybe that is why I miss my Italian and French Thanksgivings so much, despite my gratitude at being with my family this year.

— Claudia Flisi —
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’Twas the night before Christmas, when all through the house, not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse.

~Clement Clarke Moore



We would be spending our first Christmas in the rural Texas countryside. After living in a one-bedroom city apartment, my mother had decided that only a rustic holiday would do. I’m not sure if it was the thrill of living on thirteen acres, the coyotes, owls, and frogs screeching into the night, or a gravel road that would pop your truck tires if you weren’t careful, but she was determined to have a country Christmas.

What she lacked in budget, she more than made up for in creativity. The wooded landscape happily provided a small cedar to serve as our tree, along with enough greenery to make our own door wreath from scratch. We even had real mistletoe after she knocked a few clusters of it from a scraggly hackberry tree. She did have to splurge on a can of fake snow to flock the windows, as that was one thing the central Texas landscape certainly was not going to provide. With a few strands of lights from the five-and-dime store, our little tree glowed.

We had a few hand-me-down stockings that she’d proudly given a facelift with some fresh glitter, and she touched up a few faded glass ornaments. But if there were to be any funds remaining for gifts, that would have to be it for decorating.

I remember watching my mother stare at our small tree as she tapped her fingers to her chin. Something was still missing.

“Ah!” she said, her face brightening with the solution. “We need to find something for garland.”

A trip back to the store for beautiful but pricey garland was out. A short experiment with the last of the glitter proved to be a failure. The cedar fronds did catch a little sparkle but didn’t resemble the drapey loops of garland that my mother craved. She scoured the house as she experimented and then eliminated décor options before finally landing in the kitchen.

“That’s it!” she screeched in delight, pulling a bag of popcorn kernels from the pantry. In no time, she had two large mixing bowls overflowing with fluffy popcorn. She swatted my hand away after I grabbed two large handfuls and attempted to jam them in my mouth.

“That’s for the tree,” she chided me.

Confusion turned to curiosity as she dug out her small sewing kit and needle and carefully began stringing popcorn along a length of thread. Popcorn and thread went a long way. In no time, she’d formed several feet of budget-friendly, puffy popcorn garland.

I was impressed!

There was more than enough popcorn garland to string around the tree several times. If you squinted and pretended, you’d almost believe it could be snow. I remember our small family gathering around the television that evening as we admired our little country Christmas tree.

The next morning, I popped out of bed before my mother woke up and hurried out to the living room to work on my Christmas list for Santa in the glow of our tree. I stopped short.

Our rustic, little loops of popcorn garland were gone! Every last kernel had simply vanished.

My mother rounded the corner from the small hallway to catch me standing in front of the tree, with my mouth open in shock.

“Kristi Lynn!” she scolded. “Tell me you did not sneak in here and chew all my garland off this tree!”

Pleas of innocence were met with a skeptical glare as she surveyed me and our tree. I was every inch my mother’s daughter and a crafty little soul. She saw the flash of excitement dawn on my face. The only reason I hadn’t eaten the garland off her tree was that the idea just hadn’t crossed my mind yet.

“Maybe it was Dad?” I offered. “I can’t even reach the top branches.”

She mulled over the idea, knowing that I was quite capable of climbing furniture, especially if it meant securing secret snacks, like the time I used our living room ottoman as a ladder to reach chocolate on the top pantry shelf. “Maybe…” she said.

Undeterred, out came the bag of popcorn kernels again. In no time, she was threading more popcorn garland. We looped the fresh garland on the tree branches and gathered around its warmth once more that evening after supper.

My mom tucked me in to bed and wagged a finger at me. “Don’t you eat that garland,” she warned before turning off the lights.

I fought sleep and strained my six-year-old ears, trying to listen for the telltale signs that my parents had gone to bed. But drowsiness overpowered me and, in a flash, warm morning sunshine glowed through my curtains.

The tree!

If I were quiet, maybe there was still a chance I could sneak out and snatch a few pieces of popcorn off the tree before my mother woke up. Just from the back side, I reasoned. No one had to know.

My mother had anticipated my antics, though. I was momentarily disappointed to find her already poking around the kitchen until I realized she was making pancakes. I plopped down in front of the Christmas tree, eagerly awaiting her announcement that breakfast was ready when I heard a faint rustling.

Followed by the unmistakable sounds of chewing.

I slowly got up and squinted into the dark recesses of the tree, only to see a pair of beady, little eyes staring back. I clapped a hand over my mouth in shock and slowly backed away from the tree.

“Momma!” I hissed, arm outstretched and pointing at the tree.

She turned on one heel, realizing something was wrong, and tiptoed toward me. Spatula still in hand, she bent down and peered in the branches before letting out a shriek and swatting at the tree!

Two small mice squeaked and fell out of the tree, scurrying along the wall and quickly out of sight. We took one look at each other and howled with laughter. “I told you I didn’t eat the garland!” I said, proudly declaring my innocence, as we now had undeniable proof. She hugged me tight and brushed the hair away from my forehead as we held each other and laughed.

Later in the season, we gathered at my grandmother’s home on Christmas Eve, where she would read the iconic poem, “The Night Before Christmas.” It didn’t take long for us to start laughing as she read.

That fateful Christmas, there had definitely been a creature stirring, to bring us a story we’d never forget.

— Kristi Adams —
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