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DECEMBER TWENTY-THIRD




When I was a young girl, the glorious celebrations of the Christmas season were a very different affair than they are today. Of course, I am as old as Methuselah. Ninety-three. When I got out of bed this morning, every bone in my body creaked like the loose boards in the front staircase of this ancient house. Can you even imagine what it would be like to have lived so many years? It was hard to believe that I had done it myself. But there it was. I was an old nanny goat at last. However, I much preferred to be thought of as a stylish dowager, the doyenne of Murray Boulevard, staving off her dotage. The fact was that if dotage and incapacitating decrepitude couldnt take me down in ninety-three years, I might squeak my way to Glory unscathed. Hallelujah! Another blessing!

My, my! The world has certainly changed, although many other, more important things have remained the same. After all, as Charlestonians, we are the self-appointed guardians of all traditions worthy of preservation. For example, it was 2006, I was still living in my familys home, as my mother and grandmother had done. Probably my great-grandmother before them, too. My memory is a little bit fuzzy about that. Regardless, the point is, I never left. Why would I?

Unfortunately, our home has become a little threadbare. Everything from the plaster to the plumbing could use some attention. It was not that my offspring or their offspring couldnt gather the resources to correct the creaks and leaks; it was that no one seemed to be worried about how this state of dilapidation looked to outsiders. What kind of Charlestonian no longer cared about appearances? Apathetic slackers, Im afraid to say. It made me sick in my heart. The house deserved better.

Like any classic Southern stately home, ours has massive white Corinthian columns strung along the front portico. The foundation and the portico flooring is handmade brick, as is most of the entire house. My parents loved wrought-iron work so much that they added lots of detailhandrails, a balcony, and so forth.

Each generationthat is, until nowadded some distinction to the house and grounds. I was the one who commissioned the gates forged by Charlestons greatest blacksmith, Phillip Simmons, himself! Yes, its true. I will never forget the day he came with his men to install them on the sidewall of the house. They are superb, like black iron lace, with delicate snowy egrets set in ovals in the center of each side. He brought with him a small plaque bearing his nameP. SIMMONS. He asked me if I thought it was all right to affix it to the bottom. I said, you go right ahead, Mr. Simmons, because you are truly an artist! So he did.

In the yard are sprawling magnolia and live oak trees dripping with great sheers of Spanish moss. In the rear gardens are azalea and camellia bushes that are as old as Noahs house cat. Most of the landscaping is original to the house, except for the few things we lost during hurricanes, disease, or because of hostile visitors, if you know what I mean. Naturally, we have fig ivy crawling up the front steps that grows so quickly it makes me wish I carried pruning shears in my purse. Truth? Everything needs pruning and a good coat of paint.

I couldnt dwell on it. What was I supposed to do about renovations and repairs when my life had come to a place where I was practically a guest in my own home? Not much, Im afraid. In any case, I was determined to maintain a positive attitude.

I was preparing to celebrate Christmas with my darling daughter, Barbara, her family, and their spouses and children, who had all arrived for the holidays. To give you the family map, Barbara and her husband, Cleland, who are both in their early sixties, live here with me. Their grown children have children and live in their own homes in Atlanta and Charlotte. Im slightly embarrassed to admit that Im glad they do. Bless their hearts, they are a truculent bunch. Yes, they are, but I mean that in the nicest possible way.

It might interest you to know how the house retaliated against their presence. Every time my whole family gathers under this roof, the walls rattle, the chandeliers downstairs flicker, and every portrait goes crooked on its nail. You see, along with the living comes the dead. Yes, our house is very haunted. It certainly is. Or it is sinking. Or perhaps both. I was never quite certain which because Charleston, especially the tip of the peninsula where we live, was built on plough mud. However, I can see Fort Sumter from my bedroom window. Knowing all that the mighty fortress represented gives me ample strength to deal with them.

All I can do all day is cluck to myself. I am clucking for a good reason. This was supposed to be a time of great joy. Unfortunately, Barbaras family always does such a pitiful job of the production of our Christmas celebration that I wind up disheartened. In her defense, at her age Barbara can only do so much on her own and the rest of them are clueless. Sadly, no one else appears to see anything wrong with the ramshackle way things are thrown together. Truly, I dont mean to judge them so harshly, but somehow it seems to me that they have allowed the whole spirit of the season to erode into blatant commercialism. I could have told them plenty of ways to revive the beauty of the past. I have tried many times; however, who wants to listen to an old coot like me? I worry that it is too late. When I close my eyes for the last time, an entire library of instructions for genuinely rewarding living will go with me.

It isnt that they do not think their efforts are sufficient. My opinion? They surely arent creating anything for one another that comes even remotely close to the wonderful memories I have. Maybe I was looking at them with a jaundiced eye. For the life of me, I just cant feel their excitement. Their Christmas plans seem to have become little more than a burden and a bother. Everything is rush, rush, rush!

I know Ive been a lucky woman. In the holiday seasons of my youth, back in the early twentieth century, my brother and I believed anything, anything at all, was possible. Christmas was charmed. There is simply no other or better way to say it.

Imagine this. My parents, my brother, and I all lived with my grandparents right here because my grandparents wanted us to. Do tell! We got along just fine. Usually, that is. On a rare occasion I caught my fathers sleeve as he stormed out through the front door. I would ask him if he was angry. He would knit his eyebrows, say no, he would be back in a while, that he was going up to the Hibernian to talk his friend out of having another drink. Oh my! How funny to remember the clever way he phrased his discontent! He didnt have disagreements with anyone too often. None of us did. Harmony really was the norm. Why? I have to say that it was all a result of Pearls tutelage and, heaven knows, her perseverance.

Pearl drilled it into our skulls that it was extremely important to love and cherish one another. She would say, there are enough people to argue with out theremeaning the outside world. She would flip upside down and spin sideways in her grave to see how my family behaves today.

It is true that like a lot of older people, I romanticize the past. With so little effort I can relive those days like they were only moments ago. In my minds eye, I look back over my shoulder. There is my youth at the end of an extremely long foggy tunnel dug through time, hung with gossamer veils. All I have to do is swing those veils aside to clearly see and remember how things really were. And it was wonderful.

What was my best Christmas? That would be a difficult choice to make, but there is one in particular that stands out from the others. My mother was still alive. The year was 1920, I think. Yes, thats right: 1920. I would have been just six years old and in the first grade. There was a lot happening in the real world. The real world was that dull place where the adults seemed to orbit on another planet.

Although I was terribly small, I was still aware of the headlines of the day. We had a copy of Charlestons News & Courier in our house every day of the week. But to tell you the truth, I didnt care much about the news, as it had little or no effect on me. I knew that the war in Europe was finally ended because that terrible war had been the main topic of discussions around the dinner table since I could remember any conversations at all. At last there was peace. The adults said with long, whooshing sighs of relief that the economy was getting better, that the civilized world was finally putting itself back together again. They said this about a million times, as though there were nothing else to talk about.

In my local realm, all the boys in my school, my brother included, were baseball crazy. I didnt think it was so great that Babe Ruth was going to join the Yankees. Yankees? Were they serious? Or did I give one toot that Edith Wharton had just published The Age of Innocence? I was having my own age of innocence and hopping from foot to foot waiting for Christmas to arrive!

Christmas! May I just tell you what it was like? Oh my! The air positively crackled with excitement. Starting at our home, anticipation and optimism spewed from every corner of Charleston as though all the water pipes were springing pinhole leaks, one after another, all across the city. In succession, not secession. That was a little joke.

The holidays! Grown-ups met their friends at all manner of gatherings, people whom, perhaps, they hadnt seen all year. Small gifts were exchanged, cards were sent and received, and the doorbell rang all the time. People dropped by to see my grandmother and mother, who did many charitable things for others, just to say they wished us well. Some brought us red poinsettias, which Mother would group around the sides of the fireplaces. Others came with a box of homemade fudge or taffy that would go in a crystal dish on the dining-room sideboard whose cover betrayed us with a tinkle every time we reached in for a treat.

You chillrun get your hands outta there, eah? Pearl would call out from another room. Youll ruin your supper!

That woman could hear a handkerchief flutter to the ground from all the way across town. She surely could.

The parade of visitors seemed endless to my brother and me. We would race to the door hoping it was a candy delivery from a friend of our parents and not another useless poinsettia. Gordie and I were the recipients of endless head pats and cheek pinchings, and the well-wisher would invariably say that my grandmother Dora never seemed to age, that my mother, Helena, was just like her, but, my oh my, how Gordie and I had grown. We would smile politely at them, roll our eyes at each other, only to steal away as soon as possible to resume whatever parlor game we had been playing in between chores. Gordie was a fidgeter extraordinaire. What child wasnt when the holidays were within his reach?

The preparations for the season were such an enormous undertaking that everyone rolled up their sleeves, pitching in to help. It began weeks before Thanksgiving, lasting the whole way through the bone-chilling gray days of January, when Pearl, with that sly look of hers, would surprise us with the last slice of fruitcake she had squirreled away somewhere. She would share it with Gordie and me over cups of hot tea spiced with orange rinds and cloves.

Pearl was my grandmothers housekeeper/manager/ caterer/psychiatrist/best friend without whom our lives surely would have collapsed. Well, she wasnt actually a licensed psychiatrist. She was an excellent listener, dispensed sound advice for every situation, and she was right every single time. She was naturally brilliant, very mysterious, and whenever she was around, you could always smell a trace of blackberries in the air. She had eyes in the back of her head because Gordie and I never got away with a single bit of naughtiness unless she wanted us to. When she got excited, Pearl spoke Gullah. When she was feeling blue, she told me true stories her mother had told her about slavery that frightened me and distressed me so that I cried for hours. She was my favorite person in the world, the one I wanted to please most. Especially after Mother died.

From our perspective, Pearl was as imposing as a statue of George Washington. She had to be more than six feet tall, portly, her salt-and-pepper-streaked hair slicked back into a bun at the nape of her neck. Every single day she wore a freshly starched, black cotton dress with a long white apron. When my grandmother or my mother entertained, she wore a different apron with a ruffled edge. She also bobby-pinned a small white starched linen tiara into her hair. Just her presence was enough to scare the daylights out of most people, but we knew she loved us with the same fierce love we felt for her. And me? I lived in her shadow, never out of her earshot.

The fact that the house belonged to my grandmother was of no significance to me because Pearl was the engine that made every good thing happen to us and for us. Especially as she commandeered the mission of creating the holiday seasons grand affairs.

First, there was the arrival of nuts. A childhood friend of my fathers who lived way up in Sumter had a grove of paper-shell pecan trees. Every year a twenty-pound burlap sack of them would find its way to the shade of our back door. Sometimes we got other varieties, but moist, buttery paper-shell pecans were our favorite. They were a treasure, to be sure. Daddy always tried to give his friend some money for them, but he would firmly resist. Finally Daddy would say that they should smoke a cigar together and toast the holiday with a little glass of O Be Joyful. They would sit for a spell, just drinking and visiting, laughing, retelling stories of their shared childhood and how they learned to fish or hunt.

Clearly the advent of the pecans was the trigger for the festivities of the season.

Pearl would say, Its time to crack some nuts. Yall gwine help.

Of course I jumped right to it. It made me feel very grown up. She would help me tie on an apron. I would sit on a high stool in the kitchen, cracking them with a handheld metal nutcracker, letting them drop right into a large yellow bowl. Later Pearl and I would sift through them, discarding the shells, inspecting them with a steel pick, carefully removing the bitter woody shards that lined the grooves of the nut meats. The cleaned nuts would be stored in airtight glass canisters until we had enough to make all the holiday recipes, the same ones we made every year.


Whole pecan halves were separated from broken ones and later pressed into fondant, a sweet holiday candy like fudge that Pearl would dye pale pink or green. More nuts would be slipped inside of dates, rolled in powdered sugar, or cooked in butter, sprinkled with granulated and dark brown sugar. Tiny pieces were mixed into rum balls or sands. The rest were chopped up for nut cakes and fruitcake. Of course Gordie, being a normal boy who loved to cut up the fool, would snitch a rum ball, eat it, then pretend to be drunk, weaving around the kitchen bumping into things. I would be carried away with giggles until I fell to the floor with him. Even Pearl would smile and shake her head. Believe it or not, the fruitcakes of my youth were delicious. No one made jokes about substituting them for bricks or footballs.

There were none in 2006. Everyone is on a blooming diet or watching their cholesterol or some other fool thing.

Did we decorate? Mercy! This old house sprang to life, breathing pride and contentment with the trimming we did for the holidays. A week after Thanksgiving, Pearl, Gordie, and I would gather together on the back porch with Mother. First, we put long pieces of rope in the old tin washtub and soaked them in water overnight. The weather was usually mild enough to wear just a sweater. We wore old gardening gloves, as it was kind of a sloppy business. Working as a team, helping one another, we would construct thick majestic garlands, heavy with pine, cedar, and magnolia, discreetly tucking the small branches in between the twists of water-soaked rope. When the rope dried, they held tight. We were positive our garlands were fit for a palace.

When Pearl or our mother measured, remeasured, and determined that one had reached the proper length, one of them would clip the rope and knot the end. Together, we would carry them inside, carefully, in a great procession, like long Chinese paper dragons, placing each one in some part of every room in the house. The staircase banisters were swagged, mantels were draped, garlands were hung around every doorway; we looped long pieces around the great-hall mirror that reached from the floor to the ceiling, and of course another one framed the front door outside. Naturally, there were wreaths made of greens and small pieces from a bush we called popcorn, because the small berries were lumped together and white. Sometimes we tied in baby pinecones, sprigs of holly with red berries, or lady apples when we could find them. We always had wide red satin ribbon, the same ribbon we saved from year to year, which Pearl would unpack and unroll. She would sing gospel music, like Come en Go wid Me, which was telling everybody to ask for Jesus to come again. When she forgot a word or two she would hum while she gently ironed out the wrinkles from where the bows had been tied in prior years.

We all had our jobs to do. Ill confess, some were more pleasant than others. Gordie and I didnt mind wiping the magnolia leaves with an old dishcloth spotted with corn oil to make them look like patent leather, but neither one of us enjoyed getting the sticky pinesap all over our faces and arms. Somehow we always got blotches of it on us. My mother would scrub us in our old claw-foot bathtub until we howled for freedom. Gosh! I havent thought about that in years! Gordie surely could howl like a wild man.

No one makes garlands today. Or wreaths. Everything is ordered from the florist or a catalog or bought on the side of the road from the same fellow who sells fireworks in the summer. Or even more terrible, people use plastic fake things that give your home no fragrance at all. I find this very disappointing. You have to understand that the real fun of the season was in the preparation. The preparation fueled our frenzy of anticipation.

Naturally there were gifts. Gordie and I would construct bookmarks for our mother and grandmother. They loved to read. Our home was well stocked with books of every kind. Wed draw a flower or a bird on a long skinny piece of stiff paper, color it carefully, then fringe the bottoms with manicuring scissors. The other side was then signed and dated. The bookmarks were enclosed in handmade cards. We hid everything under our beds until the tree went up.

A crisp morning would find us walking up King Street to Kerrisons Department Store hand in hand with Pearl. With what little money we had earned by performing small chores like sweeping the steps or folding towels, we would argue and finally settle on a linen handkerchief or a necktie for our father. Later a card would be made for him, too. What to give Pearl was always a huge dilemma. Gordie or I would pester someone into shopping with us to find her a nice pair of gloves, a sweater, or a pretty scarf that would be from us. It seems to me now that way back then, the other adults made us work for their attention and affection. Pearl freely gave an abundance of both. Maybe there was a lesson therea pearl of wisdom?

Anyway, the whole business took weeks to accomplish! When it was over, the house was festooned to a fare-thee-well and we were ready to be fattened up with all the goodies we had made to eat. By the time the Christmas tree was up and decorated, Gordie and I were bug-eyed trying to catch a glimpse of anything that might resemble a reindeer and our ears were peeled for the jingle of any kind of bell.

We had a beautiful crche set that was carefully arranged on the ancient mahogany entrance-hall table with votive candles nestled in more greens. In retrospect, it was probably a fire hazard! No one seemed to worry about those things then. You might ask why a Protestant household had a painted plaster crche set. It had been given to us by a Catholic friend of my grandmother. She said it was a beautiful reminder of what the entire holiday was about. She was right! There was just Joseph, Mary, an ox, and a donkey in a humble stable. On Christmas morning we added the Baby Jesus, the shepherds that night, and then we took them away at the beginning of January when the kings arrived. The shepherds had to go back to work, didnt they?

The family Bible was opened on another table to a beautiful artists rendering of the Nativity scene. Greens surrounded it just so in an Advent wreath of four candles, three purple and one rose-colored. They stood solemnly in shining brass candlesticks around the Bible, lit only at supper. One the first week, two the secondall leading up to the big event.

We were regular churchgoers, staunch believers in the true meaning of Christmas. Gordie? At his age? Be assured that he was in church and his eyes were squeezed tight while he petitioned the Lord for cowboy guns or a catchers mitt. I was right next to him, hands folded thumb over thumb, fingers pointed toward heaven, fervently pleading for a doll that said mama. Since we finally had peace on earth and there seemed to be a lot of goodwill toward men, surely it was okay to ask God to help you out with Santa?

Thats just how the holidays were. We cracked nuts, we made our own decorations and most of our gifts, we went to church, and we waited for Santa. Everyone baked for the holidayssweets usually. Most people didnt decorate nearly as much as we did. Im not sure if we tackled the season with such gusto because my grandmother, mother, and Pearl thought it would keep us busy and out of trouble or perhaps because they just couldnt stop themselves. It didnt matter. The house smelled delicious and looked gorgeous from all the greens and baking. Just the fact that we did these things together made us happier than I have ever been since.

Those days are long gone. Gordie, Pearl, my parents, and grandparents are all gone. My poor sweet husband, Fred, went to glory about ten years ago and I still miss him every day. Life surely is lonely without my darling Fred.

Gordie, who grew up to be a soldier and was every girls sweetheart, died in Normandy, the French shores of the worlds next terrible war. None of us ever recovered. How could we? We were proud and took some solace in the fact that our family had produced someone who died a heroic death, defending our Allies in Europe. Still, the loss of Gordie cut a hole in all of us. We bore invisible punctures of grief forever. My grandfather died when I was just barely out of diapers. My grandmother went to heaven and then we lost Pearl. My beautiful mother died suddenly when I was thirteen. If my father were alive today, he would be one hundred zillion years old, so Im not being morbid to speak of his demise. I mean, I miss them all. However, Im not the kind of woman who gets maudlin, most especially over things I cant control.

Its just that things were vastly different then. Ill tell you this much. Pearl, even my mother, would be appalled by the fake trees and wreaths, inflatable Santas, and that the pecans are so astronomically priced, sold half cleaned and in ugly cellophane bags. Pearl would be deeply disappointed that no one seems to make, eat, or exchange cakes or candies or that handmade gifts are almost unheard of in todays world. Knit someone a sweater or crochet an afghan? Not anymore! They would be especially horrified that people give gift certificates via the Internetwhatever that isthat they think the fact that they spend a few dollars with a couple of clicks is an actual exertion. A great personal sacrifice! Priorities are hugely different in todays world. I imagine all this technology is useful in many endeavors. But like private education and small business, as you might have guessed I would have greatly preferred a handmade bookmark to a free meal at some chain establishment posing as a restaurant.

This is just me. Even though I feel as spry as I did, oh, thirty years ago, the fact is that I am an elderly lady. It was Christmastime again, everyone was here, and as I have pointed out, our crazy old house was giving us a dose of continuous holiday live theater, a protest from beyond the grave.

The walls were moaning, the pictures were askew, the lights were switching from dim to bright for no good reason at all except that the house itself or the ghosts in it didnt like the way my daughter, her husband, my grandchildren and great-grandchildren were running their cockeyed show. I was just trying to stay out of their way.

Lying in bed at night, I privately admitted that a lot of the blame was mine. I was plenty vexed with myself for not encouraging Barbara the way Pearl pushed us to create holiday thrills. Here was something else I had been thinking about lately: I missed Pearl more than I missed my mother.

My mother loved the holidays, but she had Pearl to do everything while she saw to her social commitments. Yes, she would begin the season with us and liked to decorate, but as the parties rolled around, we seldom saw her. Sometimes I thought I hardly knew my mother at all. Losing her at thirteen was so traumatic that I struggled for years to remember the details of her face in my mind, and so photographs of her were that much more precious to me. I took an oath that I would always be available to my children.

Later on, when I married and took over the house, I never had someone like Pearl to work for me. I only had Barbara. I made my share of cupcakes, but I wasnt involved in activities outside the home. Barbara and Fred were easy enough to care for, and my father, who lived with us until his call to heaven, helped, too. Barbara was a quiet, understanding child who always seemed to find ways to amuse herself.

Now, dont go telling this, but there was a time when Fred and I worried that Barbara would never marry. It was around that time that the house started to moan. The house and its spirits wanted a guarantee that another family would take my place and Freds when Saint Peter knocked on our door.

Poor Barbara! She had unfortunately inherited my grandmother Doras pronounced nose and some other quirks and personality traits that would never make her the belle of the ball. Thank all the stars in the sky that there truly is a lid for every pot because when Barbara was about twenty, Cleland Taylor appeared on the scene with his boyish but patrician looks. Cleland was from a nice family, but was an unspectacular scholar who demonstrated a startling lack of ambition. However, he held a degree in political science from the University of Virginia and a job in a bank here in Charleston, rising to the position of managerwhich in those days meant something more than it does today.

Privately, I would worry with Fred that Clelands proposal of marriage to Barbara was based on financial security. Not love. He said I was a skeptic. My Fred, ever the diplomat, never missed an opportunity to point out any evidence of affection on Clelands part. They finally made it down the aisle with our blessings. After a short honeymoon in San Francisco, they moved in with us, in the time-honored tradition of my familys history.

On the surface, Barbaras early years of marriage looked like minesimple, quiet, orderly. The need for her to engage full-time help was never there, as I cooked and Fred was handy. More importantly, satisfactory talent never appeared on our doorstep. Women like Pearl didnt exist anymore.

When Barbara and Clelands children came along, George then Camille, sibling rivalry soon reared its ugly head. Barbara couldnt control their arguing, Cleland began to withdraw, and discontent became the order of the day. It was some sour pickle! The house had its next generation of tenants, but it was not satisfied with the temperature of their waters. So, no surprise to me, the house moaned and rattled, using Thanksgiving until well after New Years Day to state its grievances.

By the grace of heaven and herculean struggles, Barbara brought George and Camille to adulthood then marriage. Each marriage has thus far born one grandchild. None of them are much to brag about so far because they have all sucked the life from my daughter. In my family, I love in order of birth and Barbara was there before all of them.

Even now, Barbara is plain-looking, not terribly fashionable, and painfully shy, but she has a heart of gold. Has that been enough to keep a petulant husband in line and to guide two difficult children? No.

It was my fault. I was the mother bird who never taught her hatchling to spread her little gray wings and fly. I had captained a rudderless ship, bound for the Land of Ennui. It was true. It was my mothers death and Pearls shortly afterward that sabotaged my skills to imbue Barbara with what she needed. I knew what a mother was supposed to do up until a daughter was thirteen or so, but after that I was lost.

Enough of that! You cant get from ninety-three to ninety-four sloshing around in self-recriminations, can you? And Cleland is not without merit. He certainly held enough chairs and doors for me to satisfy anyones definition of a gentleman. Its just that Fred and I had such high hopes for Barbara and Cleland and their children. I knew there was a basic goodness in them all; it was just that it seemed, wellwhat could I do to bring it out?

To preserve my sanity and bolster my spirits on a daily basis, I had developed my own routine to keep me not just young at heart, but also young at mind. I made it a point to inquire about Barbaras well-being and how things were at the bank for Cleland that day. I read the newspaper every morning so that I had something to discuss at the table that evening. Each night after supper, at precisely seven oclock, I indulged myself with a moderate measure of bourbon over shaved ice mixed with a little sugar syrup, garnished with a sprig of fresh mint. Yes, a mint julep in my favorite cut-glass tumbler, which is so well used it seems to me the edges are finally wearing away. You could set your wristwatch by its arrival.

Eliza, who was our modern-day version of a part-time partner in crime, as Pearl had been to my grandmother and mother, brought it to me with a small linen napkin and two cheese straws on a tiny silver tray, the one Eliza and I liked best. It had been passed down to me by my great-grandmother. While it wasnt elaborate, it reminded me of more gentle days. Eliza liked the ceremony as much as I did. For me, it marked another victorious day aboveground. For her, it was the beginning of her evening at home away from us.

No one could make mint juleps like Eliza, who had prepared one delicious meal after another for our whole family for the past twelve years. After eighty-something years in the kitchen, I hired Eliza as a treat for all of us. I could take it easy. My sweet Barbara had never been terribly imaginative or successful in the kitchen, even with shelves of cookbooks at her disposal. Like the younger generations say? Not happening. Barbara was a dear and we had Eliza to keep us nourished. It wasnt that we couldnt cook; it was just that Eliza was a trained chef. When Eliza was there, the house was a happy place. Besides, lets face it. My social life was thin. My generation had been diminished to almost zero by the general calamities of living. I am probably one of the oldest people in Charleston! Can you imagine how very peculiar that is? Some days I can feel death all around me, so I feel some urgency to enjoy myself as much as I can within the boundaries of propriety of course.

Holiday decorations were not in Elizas job description. We accepted that. She did the grocery shopping, prepared dinner and supper, and cleaned up the kitchen. On occasion, Barbara used a cleaning service for the laundry and other general housework. But Eliza really gave the house the atmosphere we wanted.


Sometimes it seemed that I shared more secrets with Eliza than I did with my own daughter. She knew I valued her friendship and discretion enormously. Sometimes I would sit in the kitchen with her, but I wasnt working. Frankly, the last thing I needed was to fall on a wet floor. What if I broke my hip? So for that reason as well, I was very glad to have Eliza in my employ. Every day she came to work she might have been extending my life.

Between us? For some peculiar reason she was the only one of our entire congregation who recognized and agreed with me about the general dissatisfaction and antics of the house. Maybe that extrasensory sensitivity was a side benefit of being an authentic Lowcountry resident. Who could say?

So these were my thoughts and it was Christmas Eve again. I was alone in the dining room, dressed in my favorite green knit dress and jacket that I wore during the holidays. On my left shoulder was the little emerald-and-pearl circle pin that had been Freds last gift to me. I touched it, remembering how he had smiled when he saw how thrilled I was by it, and how he pinned it to my shoulder. I waited for Eliza to arrive with my treat. I had to admit, I liked order and ritual more than ever. Habits surely contributed to keeping my beans together. The mint julep did not impair my tolerance level. In fact, it helped.


To be brutally honest, on this night of this particular year, everything was worse than ever. My heart was so troubled.

My family bickered across the hall in the living room as they decorated their so-called Christmas tree. I hesitated to join them. I simply didnt want to be a party to their shenanigans. At least not without some fortification, as they were almost intolerable. I had dreamed about their attitude, had I not? Yes, I had. So many nights, I would see Pearls face in my dreams just shaking her head and wagging a finger at me.

There was my conundrum. I knew that the odds were that the Good Lord was going to call me home soonno one lived forever. Except, I did not want to leave the earth with my family in its present state. What could I do? Who cared what an old lady thought?

Here we are, Ms. Theodora! Just the way you like it!

Oh my! Thank you, Eliza! I took the drink and the napkin and put the dish of cheese straws on the table. I motioned to the living room, where my familys voices cackled like crows above the beautiful music of Tchaikovskys Nutcracker. Listen to them, will you?

We stood together, watching the lights flicker. Picture frames tipped to the east and west as we listened to them.

They all need a good switching! I said.


They have always been like this, Eliza said. At least, since Ive known them.

I think theyre worse.

Well, there were a few blessings to count. Barbara and Clelands son, George the Complainer, was finally delighted about something. Nine months and two days after they married, his third bride, Lynette, who is from an unfortunate family of greatly lesser means and manners, had given him a daughter.

Their child, Teddie, had been strategically named for me in hopes that when I went to my great reward, theirs would be greater. She was barely ten years old, a little devil, and had been right from the cradle. George spoiled her absolutely rotten and rarely corrected her.

Im sorry to say, Lynette was too intimidated by George to be an effective disciplinarian. In addition, she was so thin she could blow away in a strong wind. I think that Lynettes weight was a direct result of Georges vigilance about every crumb that traveled to her mouth. The world would say he was a very shallow man and excessively concerned with her appearance. Ah, well. Poor Lynette. George just had to have something to control and poor Lynette was it. Lynette wore what George liked, vacationed where George wanted to go, and George had the pitiful wisp dripping in diamonds. Their Teddie would probably have been an adorable child if she werent the weapon they hurled at each other when the winds between them blew foul. George was a wildly successful real-estate broker. On top of everything else, I was certain that his success caused some jealousy between him and his father.

Camille, at thirty-six, was separated from her husband, Grayson, and was patently jealous of Lynettes jewelry and grander possessions. Their little boy, Andrew, who was a darling child, had suffered horribly from the separation. I would venture a bet that Andrew had a tutor for something or other every afternoon! Every time Grayson tried to exercise his right of visitation, Camille lit angry fireworks. It was very upsetting to everyone. She called Grayson such terrible names and said such vile things about him that I believed Andrew thought if he showed affection for his father, he was betraying his mother. And Camille really did baby him too much. It was just all so convoluted and wrong.

They have everything in the world you could want, I said. It makes me want to cry.

I dont know, Ms. Theodora, Eliza said. For some people, everything isnt enough. You want me to get some coal to put in their stockings?

I knew that Elizas little drop of levity was intended to keep my spirits afloat.

If only coal would do the trick I sighed and looked at her. Malcontents. Thats what they are. An ensemble of malcontents. I heard the portrait of my grandmother over the dining-room mantelpiece scrape the wall as it slid a little, and I stepped over to right it, giving her image a wink. I could almost hear her saying, My poor dumbbells!

Just then, Elizas cell phone rang and she stepped away to answer it. I took another deep breath, a long swig, and went into the living room to see what I could do about the appalling way they were dressing the tree.

Where did all these new things come from? The trees lights were blinking so fast and crazy I could not imagine how they could see where to place any of the ornaments without going cross-eyed. On closer inspection, I could see that the older ornaments, the ones we had collected since before I was born, had been relegated to the back of the tree. The front was covered in some crazy-looking elves with long legs like spaghetti, fat rhinoceroses dressed up like ballerinas, and every other kind of silly thing the world could dream up to shake money from your wallet.

They must have seen the shock on my face.

Camille said, What the matter, Gran?

She doesnt like your wacky tacky glitter theme, Cleland said bluntly without apology.

Silently I agreed with him. I thought the new decorations were absolutely in the worst taste imaginable, but I also realized that I was a very conservative, traditional woman. Anyway, how could I be thrilled with a tree whose decorations, which represented more than a century of living, were shoved aside like an ugly blight?

True, it was still my house, but long ago I had allowed Barbara and Cleland to take over the day-today operations. Im sorry and dont mean to whine, but I waited all year to touch each one of those ornaments and to remember where they had come from or who had given them to us. Maybe it was overly sentimental of me. I was feeling very melancholy. And if I said anything about it, one single word, I would just be adding pepper to the pot.

My poor spineless daughter, Barbara, meekly said, Well, the White House has trees in every room and each one represents a theme. So I imagine if you want a new theme, Camille, why would anyone object? After all, we did decide over Thanksgiving that Camille would be in charge of the tree this year.

Quietly, I took a seat on the end of the sofa and decided again to hold my tongue. I did have the thought that I would not have put Camille in charge of making slice-and-bake cookies, which were another abomination of the immediate-gratification society in which we lived. She would forget the oven was on, leave the house, and it would burn down to the ground. After she burned the cookies, that is.

Andrew is such a baby, Teddie said to me in her shrill voice from across the room. He still believes in Santa Claus.

She repeated this several times until I worried that Andrew would start to wail. He was only eight and his beastly cousin was trying to ruin his Christmas. Just as I was on the verge of giving that child a piece of my mind, Camille spoke up.

Abruptly, she covered Andrews ears and said, Lynette? Can you please ask your daughter to stop?

Camille? George said. Why dont you shut up? Go take something to calm yourself down.

Now see here, Cleland said in a stern manner, and then his patriarchal stance evaporated like morning dew as he said nothing more, went to the bar, and poured yet another drink.

In my opinion, Cleland drank too much. Once he had been quite the charmer, but over the years, he had withdrawn into himself and away from the family.

Well, that was enough, so I stood up with the intention of turning down the music. This time I was ready to give them the lecture they had earned. But before I could reach the remote control for the stereo, I turned to see Eliza in the doorway of the room, dressed in her coat and hat over her apron. She was quite upset.

Whatever is the matter? I said.

My daughters in labor

But I thought the baby was coming in February, Barbara said, as though a baby had never been born prematurely in the history of humanity.

Oh Lord, no! I thought and sent up a silent prayer that she would be all right.

The babys breech. That was my son-in-law on the phone. He says shes calling loud for me!

Then you have to go! Barbara said, redeeming every false start of her life, in my eyes at least. Go and dont worry!

Barbara! Cleland said in a shout. You cant boil water! What about our dinner tomorrow and on Christmas?

That was an example of the long reach of my son-in-laws sensitivity.

I called my friend Jewel, Eliza said. She says shell come and help you tomorrow and on Christmas day! Then Eliza burst into tears. Ms. Theodora? Can I see you outside for a moment?

Absolutely! I said, and hurried to her side.

I followed her as she moved quickly down the hall and through the kitchen to the back door. Her car was parked in the gravel courtyard behind the house.

She said, SheJewel, that isshes kinda not so easy to get along with and she wants a terrible amount of money to do this job, it being Christmas and all. Ill pay you back, but Ive got to go be with my girl! Please


Dont you even think a thing about it, I said. Any problem you can fix with a handful of money isnt a problem at all. Go! Scoot! Good luck and call me! I was about to close the door when I remembered something and called, Eliza! I hurried down the steps to her and hugged her with all my might. Eliza! Youre about to become a grandmother! What better or more spectacular Christmas gift could you possibly receive?

I stepped away. Even in the pitch-black dark I could see her smiling through her tears. She waved, blew me a kiss, and said, Oh my! Ms. Theodora! Youre right! Merry Christmas to you, too! Thank you!

When I returned to the living room, I was to receive the next surprise of Christmas. Barbara was delivering a stammering lecture, and for once, Cleland was almost supporting her.

We are not used toor I mean, we are not completely unfamiliar with the insides of a kitchen, she said. I think, if we all pitch in and do a little, everybody doing something, we can certainly get Christmas Eve and Christmas-day dinner on the table. Right? I mean, why cant we?

Faces were frozen in trepidation. Paranoid fantasies of food poisoning even crossed my mind. What about burns and mad dashes to the emergency room? Did we even have an aloe plant? Did we know a plastic surgeon? A good gastroenterologist? There was a weighty silence as everyone considered Barbaras lack of expertise with anything beyond the microwave she engaged for heating leftovers.

Lets try to be optimistic. Perhaps this Jewel, if she shows up, will know how to cook. Perhaps she will be useful, Cleland said, shrugging his shoulders toward my Barbara. If not, your mother can make her specialtypeanut butter and jelly sandwiches. He chuckled at his ridiculous joke. No one else joined in.

Not nice, I thought. I have already confessed that Barbara is not the next incarnation of Julia Child. So what? I decided she could absolutely produce a turkey dinner with all the trimmings if I supervised her and the others kept the floor dry. We could certainly make a simple pasta dish for Christmas Eve, couldnt we? Was it necessary for Cleland to be so sarcastic?

Well, I cant do dishes, Lynette said. I just spent forty-something dollars to get these here nails put on.

She held out for inspection her long barber-pole French-manicured fingernails, which, through the wonders of airbrushing or stencils, resembled candy canes. It was a bold remark for Lynette and a vulgar one.

Lynette? You know what I think about fake nails, George said.

Lynette blushed. Fake anything never sat well with George, even though I was certain his hair was tinted. To say nothing of her, ahem, red hair. Try as he might, he would never transform her into a socialite. Heres something else. Usually Lynette was the nicest one of the bunch, which should tell you something.

Hon? Youll wear gloves like those housewives on television and youll manage, Camille said, as though she had never washed a dish in her life and had no intention of washing one during this holiday, either.

Excuse me, I said. They all froze and looked at me as though I had stopped by from another planet. It is almost Christmas Eve. It may well be my last. If anyone cares to know what Id like for Christmas, I wish for once, just for the next two days, that you all would be nice to each other. Thats all I wish.

There was not one peep from any of them.

Its not too much to ask, is it?

Silence begat silence.

Well then, its almost nine. Im going to bed, I said. If Eliza calls, please wake me. Good night.

I went to each one of them and gave them a little air kiss on the cheek and hugged my great-grandchildren.

I leaned down to the little impertinent Teddie, and with the most serious face I could muster, I said, If you dont believe in Santa, he doesnt come. So if I were you, Id reconsider my position.

Teddie turned red as a beet and spun on her heel toward George, burying herself in his side. George did not utter a syllable in rebuttal. I looked to Camille, Barbara, and Cleland. They appeared slightly chastened. Good!

Not my pudgy little Andrew. He was guilty of nothing! His beautiful chocolate eyes grew wide and he smiled at me.

Do you believe in Santa? he said.

I surely do, I said, squeezing both of his shoulders.

I love you, Gigi.

Andrew called me Gigi, which stood for great-grandmother.

I love you, too.

Heaven knows, that child was an absolute angel. How hed wound up in this family was anybodys guess.

I stood to my full height, which was a fraction less than it had been in prior years, and surveyed them, this small sea of dissatisfied faces bobbing before me like wontons in a bowl of soup, lives of privilege, good health, safety, reasonable intelligenceand what? They didnt have a toothpick of gratitude for all they had been given. I nodded to them and left the room. I left them in silence, and then, to my surprise, I heard Cleland clear his throat and mutter something to George about how I was right! See? He wasnt always a skunk!

It was going on ten oclock and I was exhausted.

I climbed the stairs and went to my room. After changing into my nightclothes and moisturizingfor the sake of itch not to sustain youthI got into my bed and kissed the picture of Fred that I kept beside my bed. It was true enough that my grief over losing him was at least partially responsible for the household gloom and I reminded myself to buck up, at least for the sake of the children.

On a brighter note, I loved my room. It was one of six on the safer haven of the second floor. I actually liked it better than the master bedroom. It was less chilly and had a fireplace with a lovely gray-and-white marble mantelpiece. A marginally refurbished bathroom was attached to the room, so that gave me additional privacy. When I traded bedrooms with Barbara and Cleland, I redecorated this room with beautiful yellow jacquard chintz that was covered in pink flowers and green leaves. It was very cheerful, and just being there was like getting a shot of vitamin B12. I had a large comfortable club chair and ottoman near the window that was positioned for beautiful afternoon light for reading. Books were my passion and my escape from the madness.

At the other end of the floor, Cleland and Barbara were ensconced in the room I had once shared with Fred after my parents passed on. Id sensed that Cleland was just dying to assume the grandest bedroom, so I let them have it, rather than making them wait around for me to go dancing into eternity with the Grim Reaper. I didnt care. I would have done anything I could to make Cleland feel like the lord of the manor. I always hoped that those concessions and my financial contributions to the house would make him be a little nicer to my daughter. If I had to hang a title on his general demeanor, I would say that Cleland was resigned to his marriage. It was not and never had been a source of great joy for him. So my efforts were probably futile, as you couldnt make someone love and adore somebody when they plainly did not.

Fortunately, the square footage of the house kept us at a pleasant enough distance from one another. The room next to mine was a guest room, which we referred to as the Green Room, even though it had not been green for eons. When they came to visit, George and Lynette stayed in the room opposite it, which was called the Bridal Suite for some reason I cant recallprobably since it was decorated in hues and patterns of ivory and it housed a beautiful old rock-crystal chandelier. Teddie occupied the room next to them, which was wallpapered in pastel shades of pink and green. It was so feminine and sweet. I sighed thinking how it would be so lovely if these qualities rubbed off on her, but then, she was at a difficult age, poor child. But she was not a stupid child, just inconsiderate and insensitive. I decided I would spend some time with her, if she would let me, and we would talk about life and how to make it beautiful for everyone around you. That was it! I would use every trick in my book to pound a little grace into her.

Cleland used the room next to the master bedroom as his study, which buffered any sounds that might have echoed through the walls from the others arguing or late-night television, which they turned up when they argued.

Since the end of November, right after Thanksgiving, Camille and Andrew had been staying on the third floor, about which I had increasing concern. I was afraid that it might become a permanent arrangement if she didnt get things sorted out with Grayson, who, to the best of my knowledge, was in Atlanta.

The greatest positive aspect about having them all under one roof for the holiday was the hope that they would perhaps recognize their own foolishness by witnessing it in one another and, somehow, shape up. It was a lot to hope for and I knew it, but it was the last thought I remembered before I fell into a deep sleep.

Then the terrible dreams, the worst nightmares of my entire life began.

I dreamed of Pearl and my grandmother Dora, for whom I was named. I was a little girl and we were all in the kitchen baking cookies for Christmas, just simple sugar cookies. They were the kind you rolled out and cut into shapesbells, stars, trees, and so forthwith metal cookie cutters. Even in my dreams, I could smell the butter and sugar as they swirled through the air. I would have sworn, except for the fact that ladies dont swear, that the smell was real and that my mouth actually watered. We were all happy. Then Pearl turned to me and she was angry, angrier than I had ever seen her.

How did you let them turn out to be like this? How? Didnt I teach you better?

Im just a little girl! I said. Who are you talking about?

Now, in my dream I knew I was a grown-up and that Pearl and my grandmother were dead. I realized but did not want to acknowledge that Pearl was referring to the generations of us that she and my grandmother had left behind to spiral down into a bucket of rattlesnakes. With that thought, rattlesnakes began to crawl from all the pots on the stove until they covered the floor of the kitchen. They threatened and hissed, rising and squirming. I tried to scream. No noise would come from my throat.

In a flash, the hazy light of my dream changed to a midday clarity, and my grandmother disappeared. Pearl and I were in the kitchen alone. The snakes were gone. I was my present age and I knew beyond a doubt that this was no longer a dream. It was a visitation. If you thought the snakes were bad, this was worse. Much worse. Pearl looked at me with those spooky brown-rimmed, hazel eyes of hers and set her jaw like she was going to kill me dead. She exhaled so long and hard I could actually feel the heat of her breath on my arm.

What is the matter with your family?

Please help me, Pearl!

Help you? I spent a lifetime helping you!

What have I done? Why are you so angry?

It is not what you have done, Ms. Theodora! It is what you have not done!

What can I do now? Im so old! No one cares what I think! No one!

She must have realized the truth of what I said. She calmed down a little and was quiet. She said, Listen up, eah? I gots one more ting to do to get in dem Pearly Gate and I guess your hard heads be it. I gwine set dem all straight and den I gets my wing. Gawd hep dem that gets in my way.

For the rest of the night, I lay in my bed with my eyelids glued together, perspiring and shaking all over. I was terrified, listening to the earsplitting wind howling and screeching all around the house. Every window in the house rattled to the point where they should have fallen from their frames. Above and below, the floors creaked from footsteps, even though I knew everyone was in bed, fast asleep for hours. Something from beyond the natural world was coming closer and closer. Crazy as this sounds, I knew it was real as sure as I knew anything. All our ghosts were rising up in protest against us and in support of Pearl. For the thousandth time, I beseeched the Almighty for protection.

It wasnt the noises that were so terrible, it was the vision of Pearl. She was beyond furious with me. In fact, it made me highly nervous.

All at once, the world became as quiet as could be. The only sound I could hear was the rapid beating of my own heart. I reached for my glasses and looked at my alarm clock beside the bed. It was eight oclock in the morning! Morning had come and I had slept! How was this possible? I was always up by six! I was sure that I would wake up in the kitchen, but I did not. I woke up in my bed and my old heart was slamming against my ribs like a butcher trying to tenderize a bargain cut of steak. Short of breath and pulse racing, I took what seemed like an eternity to calm myself. I wasnt sure if what I remembered was a dream. I concluded that it must have been. Either it was a dream or at long last I was losing my marbles. Had the screaming wind been a dream, too? All the rattles and creaks? Or was Pearl really angry?

I felt perfectly rested, so I mustve slept more soundly than I thought. Something told me I was going to need extra stamina to get through the day.

I crept out from under my covers and gasped as I looked out through the window, astounded. The air was so thick with fog it was as though a stew had rolled in across the harbor. I had not seen such a dense fog cover in the entirety of my days. If it had not been Christmas Eve, it would have been the perfect occasion to crawl right back into bed and sleep the day away. Not that I had ever done that.

I was confused. Very confused. I tried to focus on what there was to be done. I had to help Barbara produce a successful holiday. Maybe then Pearl, wherever she was, would forgive my sloth. I could not fail Barbara!

As quickly as I could, I dressed for Christmas Eve in my favorite red knit dress and jacket and attached the same pin I had worn yesterday to the lapel. As I swallowed the arsenal of pills I took each day to keep my wheels turning, I looked at myself in the full-length mirror. I decided that I could pass for eighty any day of the week. Not bad. Just as I was descending the center-hall stairs, the doorbell rang. Barbara answered before I could reach it.

You must be Jewel! Thank you for coming! Come in! Come in!

Barbara stepped aside to let this great shadowy figure of a woman carrying a small suitcase pass.

It was Pearl.
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