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​Chapter One, Thanksgiving day
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Claire stood at the front door to her family’s Chicago home and took a deep breath. She needed air before she stepped into what she knew would be a suffocating environment. The cold air filled her lungs, although winter’s first snow had yet to hit the ground. One more deep breath and she let her hand approach the doorbell. She extended her finger, but the door opened before she was able to hit that little button and make a sound.

“Come on in, baby girl!” exclaimed her mother in an apron dusted with flour and at least one stain that Claire suspected was gravy. “What are you doing ringing the doorbell? You’ve got keys! This is still your home. Oh good! You brought the sweet potatoes.”

Her mother reached out and took the bag of pre-cooked sweet potatoes from Claire.

“Donuts! Did you bring donuts? I thought you were going to bring donuts?”

Claire froze. This was not the first time her mother had asked her to do one thing but was expecting her to do something else. She hated it.  

“I don’t live here anymore. I have my own home,” Claire stated. “And you didn’t ask me to bring donuts. You asked me to bring sweet potatoes and make sure they were cooked.”

“It’s an apartment. Not a house, and you’re there all alone. At least you brought something,” said her mother. She looked over Claire’s shoulder as if there was supposed to be someone else with her.

Claire, trying not to feel miffed, said, “Yes, it’s an apartment, but it’s my home, where I live, with my dog. What are you looking at?” She turned to see what had caught her mother’s attention. 

“Oh, nothing,” said her mother as she ushered her in. “Just making sure no one was with you. Welcome home.”

Of course, no one is with me. I’m single. You remind me of that every time we talk. And I like my apartment. I love my dog.

Claire hung up her coat. From the front hall, she could see into the family room. Several guests—some familiar to her, some not—had arrived before her for Thanksgiving dinner. Her father was there, sitting where he could aways be found during the NFL season—in front of the television on the edge of his seat. The Chicago Bears were playing and doing surprisingly well. Her younger brother Nate, home for the weekend from the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign where he was working on his master’s in engineering, sat next to him on the sofa. He was slightly more relaxed, although no less enthusiastic. The Bears had managed to score two touchdowns against the Detroit Lions so far, something that triggered a paroxysm of happiness in Nate.

“Yessss!!! This is the winning time!” he shouted while jumping up from the sofa.

Claire’s Uncle Jerry, who stood in the doorway between the family room and dining room, was skeptical, as usual. “You watch. They’ll manage to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory somehow. This is the Bears we’re talking about.” 

His eyes flitted between the TV and his two phones. Ah, yes. Claire remembered her mother telling her a few months ago that Jerry was spending more time playing Fantasy Football and betting on sports.

Sitting next to Nate was his latest girlfriend Britney or Becky or Betsy. She waved to Claire with fingers that trailed off into precariously long and sharp nails before returning to her phone, which was making meowing sounds. Claire assumed she was looking at cat videos, although she didn’t bother to ask what she was watching or any other questions. Her brother had brought home so many girlfriends over the past couple of years that Claire had started to regard them like the red shirts on Star Trek. Those sometimes nameless characters whose sole purpose appeared to be to die on away missions. She didn’t get invested in their lives or even learn their names because she knew they wouldn’t be around for long.

Next to the sofa, sitting on the easy chair, was another stranger. This one was male. He was plain with a hairline that had receded to the middle of his head, creating a border between his coily brown hair and his scalp. His lips were thin and colorless, but his mustache and beard were neatly trimmed. His brown sweater matched his skin tone. His smile, which livened up his features, was the smile of someone Claire was apparently supposed to know. It dawned on her then that her mom had something to do with his presence today. 

Oh no. Please let this NOT be what I’m thinking it is.

“You must be Claire,” he said as he stood up and held out his hand. 

Damn it, Mom.

She did her best to be polite as she shook his hand. “And you are?”

“Raymond. I’m Raymond. I live down the street. Your mother’s description of you didn’t do you justice.” 

He kept shaking her hand. His smile broadened in attempt to charm Claire who was working hard to bury the retching sounds that wanted to emerge from her throat. Nothing against Raymond personally. Well, maybe it was a little personal. She had no idea how old he actually was, but whatever the number, he was too old for her. There was something about his mannerisms and the way he carried himself that made him seem like he was a 60ish retiree. She felt a tug on her arm. He was trying to bring her hand to his lips.

She pulled her hand free as gently as she could. “Okay. I’ll have to thank her. I’ll be right back.” 

She scooted away from Raymond and into the kitchen just as her mother was tossing the sweet potatoes Claire had brought with a sweet sauce before putting them in the oven. She needed strength to resist the urge to be distracted by the thought of the candied sweet potatoes that would later adorn the Thanksgiving table.

“Hand me that spatula, will you, honey?” her mother asked without meeting her gaze.

She watched as her mother scraped the potatoes and the sweet sauce into a baking dish. Her mother focused on the sweet potatoes and the turkey, while Claire tried to form her thoughts. Her anger bubbled, much like the brown gravy that simmered on the stove top. She didn’t like being set up, especially without being asked, especially without any warning, and especially by her parents, who couldn’t seem to help themselves. 

She had come out to them as bisexual a couple of years ago, making it clear that although she was attracted to multiple genders, she generally preferred women. This made them push various men on her even harder, so she told them she was a lesbian a few months ago. This did nothing to make them stop, although it wasn’t far from the truth. She was definitely leaning toward that end of the Kinsey scale, but she preferred to describe herself as queer when she was around anyone but her parents.

“So, which one is just a phase?” her mother asked at the time.

“Neither,” Claire had responded. 

She’d introduced several of her girlfriends to her parents over the past couple of years. They had kind of been supportive, always welcoming her home and chatting via phone or text often. That didn’t mean that they recognized her relationships for what they were. 

Her mother would mention the college roommate she smooched one drunken night, which would then prompt Claire to say that it wasn’t the same thing.

“Of course, it is,” her mother would respond. “Girls always get crushes on girls, but they don’t marry them. It’s not serious. But it makes sense, right? Because girls are so much prettier than boys. I know that’s right.”

The “it’s not serious” bit never failed to annoy Claire, but she’d taken a hiatus from trying to explain to mother why it was insulting. Sometimes the amount of eye rolling triggered by her mother’s comments strained her ocular muscles. Claire hoped her parents would eventually respect her relationships with women as much as they had her relationships with men or at least stop trivializing them.

Of all her girlfriends, they liked Sally the best. A dietitian who worked with a local women’s flag football team, she was able to watch and enjoy football with Claire’s dad and keep up with her mother in the kitchen. Nonetheless, her parents struggled with the idea that they weren’t just friends and they weren’t just roommates. They were lovers who were living together. They were talking about marriage until Sally travelled to Seattle and decided not to come back, and, no, Claire was not invited to join her.
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