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            One of Us

         

         The Gearys had plans with Frances’s mother for Memorial Day, and the next weekend Ted’s firm had its corporate picnic, so they didn’t take possession of the rental cottage till the second Saturday in June. Their nearest neighbors, Annie and Tom Ziegler, were also their landlords. The weekend after the Gearys moved in, the Zieglers had a dinner party so that they could meet people. “Gotta initiate the newbies!” said Tommy Ziegler when he caught Ted buying a quart of milk in Cullen’s, the general store. He clapped him on the back. “Leicester tradition.”

         A hundred miles from the city, the town of Leicester was less well known than other nearby towns where city people rented. Frances had chosen it for that very reason after trying and rejecting more popular towns in previous summers. Lucas was nearly two now. They were anxious to establish themselves somewhere—to start piling up those idyllic memories neither Frances nor Ted had had the privilege to enjoy as children. When Ted, returning with the quart of milk, told Frances they were invited to the Zieglers’ for dinner, she was pleased and a little bit excited. “Did you hear that, Lucas?” she said to the toddler sitting in the high chair as she cut up toast for him in the cottage’s funny old kitchen with the coffee percolator and the three-quarter-size pull-door fridge. “Mommy and Daddy are already making friends in Leicester!”

         “Oh, jeez!” Ted called back through the screen door as he went to get his bicycle out of the shed. “Remind me to get a printout of the lease and sign it!”

         “We haven’t signed the lease?” Frances said worriedly. Late in the spring she had driven up from the city and found the place. Ted had said he would deal with the paperwork.

         “We sent them a check last month! I just kept forgetting to mail the thing!”

         Taking Lucas for a walk in the stroller that afternoon Frances caught Annie Ziegler outside her house, weeding her flower beds. Though she had crow’s-feet and a weathered face, Frances’s landlord wore her hair in two braids, like a little girl. She sat back on her heels, trowel in hand, and waved away Frances’s apology about the lease. “Please—no worries, Frances! No worries at all!” She spoke in a quiet, silvery voice that sent shivers down Frances’s spine.

         “So who’ll be there tonight?” Frances asked genially.

         “Oh, you know…” Annie waggled her fingers at Lucas. “The usual suspects.”

         
              

         

         Frances had already put Lucas to bed when the babysitter arrived—a reticent older woman from town called Mrs. Deans. Frances showed her in and went to finish getting ready. She looked critically at herself in the old, de-silvered mirror above the ramshackle chest of drawers. The chest, like most of the furniture in the cottage, had been perked up with a coat of white paint. Touching her string of beads with her fingertips, Frances felt unhappy, wondering how she and Ted would measure up. Ted could be difficult. Reticent by nature, he would suddenly speak up at the most inopportune moments. And he didn’t suffer fools. When he emerged from the shower, Frances watched him in the mirror toweling off. After a moment, she said irritably, “Can you please, please make an effort tonight? Can you please not judge everyone right off the bat? Can you please just go along to get along?” She looked back at her reflection and frowned, then tried a smile and turned her head from side to side. “I wonder what she’ll serve. I wonder if they’ll drink…God, I hope it’s not like Grenville. I hope it’s not a huge bore.”

         
              

         

         “I hope you like rosé!” she said unctuously to Annie Ziegler half an hour later, handing over a bottle of wine. She was in apologetic mode because, after walking the fifty yards of cracked, country hardtop that separated the cottage from the Zieglers’ main house, she and Ted had gone to the wrong door—the front door, which had to be unlocked in three places and pried open amid clouds of dust—rather than the side door that everyone else had known to use.

         “It’s not expensive, but Ted and I love it.”

         “That is so thoughtful of you, Frances!” Annie beamed. “So thoughtful. Thank you! And you too, Ted. Now, Ted, you go on out to the porch—just follow the noise—and Frances, you come with me. Come meet the gals.”

         As Frances was led away to the kitchen, she glanced back at Ted and gave him a meaningful look. Ted held up both hands with his fingers crossed—being facetious. Be nice! she mouthed, and tried to look severe.

         In the kitchen, three women were standing around an island beneath a pot rack, big goblets of wine in their hands. The kitchen had been renovated in that anodyne, any-town style of glass, apothecary-type cabinets and marble counters. The first thing Frances noticed, as the women turned with what looked to be a mixture of curiosity and welcome, was that one of them was old enough to be her mother. As Annie introduced Pam Carmichael and Theresa Dowe and Pilar—who had a complicated surname involving de—Frances concentrated very hard, repeating the names to herself: Pam Theresa Pilar, Pam Theresa Pilar. She was reading a book on improving one’s memory, and immediate repetition was one of the author’s tips. Pam Theresa Pilar, Pam Theresa Pilar. “Now, Theresa’s in the city during the week like you and me,” Annie went on, pointing. “Pilar and Felipe moved back to Argentina two years ago, but, if you can believe it, they still make the pilgrimage to little ol’ Leicester in the summers! And Pam used to be in the city, but she and Chappie retired up here, so now they’re year-rounders.”

         “Oh—how great,” said Frances. “I’d love to move to the country!”

         “Would not we all?” said Pilar with a jokey grimace. She was a tall, striking woman of about forty, with dark hair pulled back into a twist. She wore a colorful cotton dress and spoke English slowly and with an intriguing accent—later on, Frances found out she was Spanish, from Madrid; her husband was Argentinean. “Too bad some of us have to hold down the job!”

         “You’re so right!” Frances said quickly, and “I’ll have white—thank you!” when Annie held up two bottles of wine. She gulped quickly at the glass she was given, feeling unaccountably nervous. “Whenever I say I want to leave the city, Ted says, ‘And what would I do for a living, pray tell?’” She laughed. “I quit when we had the baby, so I really can’t talk.”

         This set off a flurry of interest, warm and encouraging.

         “How old?”

         “Aw, that’s a great age.”

         “Ees it a boy or a girl?” asked Pilar. Only Theresa Dowe stayed silent—standing back and observing the exchange with a sardonic look on her face that made Frances blanch. Oh God, what did you do this time? she could hear Ted asking her at the end of the night. Nothing! Frances made her imaginary protest. I swear!

         “It’s true what they say, Frances—the hours and days drag,” Annie Ziegler opined softly.

         “But the years,” the older woman broke in, “they just fly, don’t they?” This was Pam. Pam Carmichael. Preppy Pam, Frances thought. Another technique the memory book had suggested was putting a descriptive epithet with a name. “Trust me—they go like that!” Pam snapped her fingers. “Y’all are sitting there telling bedtime stories and then, boom, it’s off to college!”

         Frances smiled gratefully. Pam was a bosomy brunette, dressed in that tailored style that evokes the Reagan era. She wore a polo shirt and loud pants and tended to a wicker purse on the counter in front of her. Frances quickly assessed that Pam wasn’t the kind of person she would have naturally befriended in the city. There was the age difference, and no doubt she would turn out to be politically conservative. But Frances had a contrarian streak—it had brought her to Leicester in the first place—and she had a soft spot for the South, having lived there briefly; Pam’s y’all took her back to that sunny, carefree year after college when she had lived in a group house and worked at a menial job. She was beyond tired of their crowd in the city. She was fed up to here with the “urban liberal clusterfuck,” as she put it—bored silly by her and Ted’s peers’ predictable pretensions and child-brilliance one-upmanship: Miles is finishing his opera in his spare time. Stella has taught herself Sanskrit.

         “It’s not Dowe anymore,” Theresa was saying testily to Annie. “I told you, I went back to my maiden name. It’s Perkins. I go by Perkins now.”

         “In Madrid it is not really done—for a woman to change her name,” observed Pilar.

         “Gosh, I been Carmichael so long,” Pam said cozily, “I wouldn’t know myself as Pam Blanchard.”

         Frances smiled doggedly but felt a prick of despair when she stole a glance at dour Theresa. She had barely arrived in Leicester, and yet the one woman who was exactly her age seemed to have taken against her. Any awkwardness, though, was covered up by a roar of laughter from the porch. “Come on! Let’s go eat before they get too drunk!” said Annie.

         “Who, them?” Pam said dryly, and the others laughed.

         As the women made their way through the living room, the back strap of Frances’s sandal fell down, and she knelt to tighten it. “Here, let me hold that.” Annie relieved Frances of her glass of wine. She leaned over and murmured, “Don’t worry about Theresa. She’s just bitter about her divorce.”

         “Um, er…Theresa?” Frances straightened up, unable to think of how to respond to this.

         “In the jeans and the blouse?” Annie said. “Her husband dumped her and ran off with his secretary. Three little kids at home. So she’s kinda hating life these days. Once she gets to know you, though, there’s not a more loyal friend in the world.” Annie handed back Frances’s glass of wine. “So, who do you have babysitting tonight?” When Frances told her, Annie stopped short and shook her head. “Oh, dear God—Shirley Deans. Bless you, Frances. She’s still at it. With her little index card in Cullen’s…”

         “She’s okay, isn’t she?” Frances said anxiously. “I mean, she’s all right—right?”

         Annie made a dismissive gesture. “She’s fine—she’s totally fine. Once there was a—not exactly an incident…you can ask Pilar.”

         Frances found she was shaking. She stood, paralyzed, in the dim hallway that led to the porch. “Oh my God. I just—I didn’t know anyone! She had so many references! Should I go home?” she asked Annie. “Do I need to leave?”

         “No, no, no! Oh God—I’m not being clear!” Annie gave Frances’s shoulder an encouraging squeeze. “She’s fine at night when the kids are asleep. She’s absolutely fine. Responsible—whatever. It’s just—” She hesitated. “She likes to discipline them. Even the little ones.”

         “What?”

         “Frances, we all used her. She’s the only game in town! Or was. But you know what? Here’s what you do.” Annie moved her face in close to Frances’s, as if to make sure she was paying attention. “You tell her when you get back tonight that for the rest of the summer, Tara Ziegler is babysitting for you.”

         “Your daughter?” Frances was so grateful and relieved, her voice cracked.

         “My one and only.” Annie’s smile was warm and empathetic. “How easy is that, right? You won’t even have to drive her home. She loves kids, and she loves babies and toddlers. Just super-maternal, my Tara. And she’ll play with him and everything, not just sit there on her phone like some of these kids.”

         “Oh, that would be great!” Frances swallowed. “Would it be too weird if—I mean, is it okay if I text her right now?”

         Annie shrugged. “Sure! She’s over at Neal’s—her boyfriend’s. Go ahead.”

         The two women got their phones out, and Annie shared her daughter’s contact. It didn’t work at first; they had to step back into the living room to get service. “Leicester all the way,” said Annie. “We’re in our own private Idaho here, I’m telling you.”

         “I can give her regular work!” Frances said. “Please tell her—a few hours every afternoon, and nights! Here. I’m writing it right here: ‘I would like to hire you…’ A couple nights a week! At least, Annie! I mean—I’d love to sew her up if I can! It can be so hard in towns where you’re new…”

         “You don’t know who to trust!” Annie concurred as they went out onto the porch finally.

         “Oh, look—she already texted me back! God, I can’t thank you enough.”

         Annie put up a hand. “Please! Leicester’s like this—we help each other out.”

         Frances was still so shaken that she took a second to get her bearings on the screened porch and drank what was left in her glass. Her eyes sought Ted’s, but he didn’t look her way. He was holding a drink and standing between their host, Tommy Ziegler, and another, older man who was meticulously clean-shaven in a jacket and bow tie with his hair slicked down. This must be Pam Carmichael’s husband. Ted looked very serious—alarmingly serious. Frances felt a pang of fear, but then he laughed, throwing his head back—“Ha-ha! That’s a good one!”—and she let out a breath. Now she could relax.

         
              

         

         The nine adults sat at a long table that almost filled the screened porch. Frances had to mince around the corner of the table to squeeze herself down into her seat. She loved that the Zieglers were game to mush in as many guests as they could. As the others came to the table, it was all very cheerful but in the low-key, almost professional way of people who socialize together a lot. The table was covered in a blue print tablecloth but set with paper plates. Frances liked that too—the lack of pretension spoke directly to some cherished part of herself that she’d had to bury, occupied as she and Ted had been these last several years with the getting and spending, the relentless push toward advancement and the jockeying for position that living in the city entailed.

         “Annie always uses paper plates,” Pam Carmichael explained to Frances from across the table as she settled her wineglass at her place and then herself in her chair. Tommy courteously stood behind the older woman to push her in—“Here you go, Pammie”—then went outside to the deck to tend a gas grill. “It’s her thing,” Pam said.

         “That’s right,” said Annie, standing at the foot of the table. “And I always serve the same thing, don’t I? Don’t I?” she repeated, tapping on her glass with a knife.

         “Steak, baked potatoes, and a green salad,” recited the others as the stragglers—Pilar and her husband, who had been sharing a cigarette outside next to the grill—came to the table. “Feelsy habit—just feelsy,” said Pilar. “I apologize for my bad manners.”

         Annie introduced Frances to the men and Ted to the women. Every time she used Frances’s name—which she did frequently, in that kindly, hyper-inclusive way Frances associated with yoga teachers—Frances felt prickles on the back of her neck. “Now, Frances…”; “I want to make sure, Frances…” Pilar’s husband, Felipe, took the seat diagonally across from her. The Argentine had a dark fall of hair over his forehead and wore a sweater tied around his shoulders, European-style. He removed it and hung it carefully on the back of his chair. “It ees wonderful to meet you,” he said, locking eyes with Frances, who flushed and had to look away.

         Tommy Ziegler banged through the screen door with a platter of meat. “Got a rare one for you, Felipe—you can see where the jockey hit it!”

         Amid laughter, a voice called out, “Everyone good for drinks?” This was Chappie Carmichael, the man in the bow tie and jacket. He was standing in front of a low drinks table—a card table with a gingham cloth over it—that had been set up by the door. “I already made yours, Pammie.”

         “Aw, thanks, babe!” Pam turned back to the table. “Love my Chappie.”

         “I could use another!” someone down the table piped up. It was Ted. Frances looked at him in alarm. He was doing exactly as she’d asked—he was being polite; he was being affable, even, and sociable, which went against his nature. In order to do that, she realized, he was having to get lubricated.

         “What was that, Ted? G and T?”

         “That’s right! G and T-T-T it is!” The two of them guffawed as Ted half stood and passed his glass to Chappie, apparently at some inside joke already established between them. Frances crushed her napkin against her thigh under the table. There was nothing she could do. She would just have to hope he didn’t get so drunk that he did something stupid and ruinous. She pasted on the most ingratiating smile she could muster. She was willing to work overtime, do anything she could to make this happen. She just couldn’t face starting over in a new town—not again. Having to find out where the farmers’ market was and how to get a dock sticker…

         Annie had gone on explaining, for Frances’s benefit, her evolution to paper plates and a set menu, which made entertaining easier.

         “And the rest is history!” cried Chappie. He delivered Ted’s drink and came around and squeezed himself between Frances and Theresa.

         “We been sittin’ here ever since!” Pam chimed in eagerly.

         “To history!” Annie said in her whispery voice that made you lean in to catch every word.

         “To history!”

         “No matter how it fucks with us,” muttered Theresa grimly.

         Frances died a little inside as she raised her glass because, of course, she and Ted had had no part in this Leicester history. She wasn’t naive, though. She understood that this was the price of joining any established group. She tried to look plucky and interested and not to mind as she clinked glasses with everyone near her—Chappie, Tommy, at the head of the table to her left, Felipe, and Pam.

         Platters of steak and baked potatoes began to circulate. “This all looks great!” Ted cried. “This—!”

         “Butter?” Frances said firmly, offering it to Tommy, who took it absently, without making eye contact. Their host, whom people called TZ, was a large, diffident man—sweating in his shirtsleeves, careful not to let their elbows touch. “Damn it, Annie, it’s hot in here!”

         Frances was trying to think of a suitable topic of conversation when TZ suddenly banged the table with his fists, fork in one hand, knife in the other, and yelled, “That had nothing to do with it, Chap! I was making seventy-five thousand dollars a year and had so much debt—Leicester was the only town I could afford!” He speared a bite of steak.

         Ted’s voice rang out across the table over the laughter. “Well, which route out of the city do you guys take?”

         Tommy Ziegler said cheerfully, his mouth full, “Now, that is a matter of some debate, Teddy, my man. How much time you got?”

         Chappie Carmichael’s hand shook, Frances noticed, as he raised the tumbler of gin to his mouth. “You’re not gonna argue for Three Twenty-Three to Nine, Tom, you’re just not.” Jutht not. Already there was a slur to his words. He had the slicked-down hair and careful shave of someone who was trying to keep it together. Was he a bona fide alcoholic? Frances tried not to stare. But as she looked away, a sense of indignant protectiveness of Chappie rose up in her. The urban clusterfuck were all so goddamned controlled and controlling—they were always giving up dairy or running an ultramarathon or boring you to death with their vegan or paleo or Ayurvedic regimens. Her best mom-friend had crowed to her that she had ketones in her urine!

         “As the crow flies—” Tommy began.

         “As the crow flies bullshit! There’s a cop every ten miles on Route Nine. Don’t listen to him, Ted! What you wanna do is—”

         Frances stole a glance across the table at the handsome Felipe. He was encouraging Annie to make a trip to Buenos Aires this winter, but he suddenly looked deeply into Frances’s eyes as if they were alone in the room. “And you must come to BA too, of course,” he said. Frances gave a wan smile and reached for her glass but found it empty. She tipped nothing but air down her throat.

         “Well, that went fast,” said Tommy Ziegler beside her. “Kidding! Kidding,” he added when Frances opened her mouth in surprise. “You can take a joke, right? See, I don’t have these fancy manners some people have. I wasn’t born with a silver spoon in my mouth.”

         “Oh, me either!” said Frances, glad to be given this conversational opening.

         “Like Chappie Carmichael, for instance!” shouted Tommy. He still did not make eye contact with Frances but talked urgently out of the side of his mouth in a low voice, for her ears only. “Everything I have”—he waved toward the fences and the fields beyond the screened porch—“I earned. I grew up poor—like, poor-poor, you got me? Love these kids who say they grew up poor, and it turns out what they mean is they never skied in Europe, know what I mean?”

         “I do!” Frances leaned toward him in an effort to convey her sincerity. “I really and truly do! That’s Ted’s and my whole thing. Ted’s the son of a single mother and I—I was the poster child for financial aid!” Another thing, she thought peevishly, that the clusterfuck didn’t have a clue about, didn’t understand at all. If one more person told her, “Well, our parents gave us the down payment…” or “I inherited a small portfolio of mutual funds…”

         “I’m talking food-stamps poor,” Tommy said. “I’m a redneck, okay? I can say that about myself.” He pushed his chair back, got up, and went down the other side of the table with a bottle of red wine, filling glasses. “Not like Mr. Chapman Carmichael! Chappie here never worked a day in his life! Or, no, wait—what did you do in college again, Chap? Weren’t you a lifeguard at some posh country club?”

         Chappie chuckled as Tommy finished by filling Frances’s glass, ignoring her protest of “Oh, I had white…well, maybe just a half…”

         “Caddie.”

         “Caddie, he says!” barked Tommy. “Driving a golf cart from hole to hole while I broke rocks in a quarry! While I worked in a desiccant factory! You know what desiccant is, Frances? It’s the little packet they put in your vitamins to keep ’em dry.”

         “Yes, TZ. We know!” Annie rolled her eyes.

         “Fucking know that, TZ,” grumbled Theresa. “You’ve told us a hundred fucking times.”

         The volume at the long table rose and rose. Pilar sang a ditty in Spanish that apparently had erotic overtones.

         “Fucking bullshit!” Theresa spit out in response to something someone had said.

         “Y’all are too serious for me!” Pam cried. “And too smart! Ted, you are really smart, I can tell. Now, what is it that y’all do when you’re not entertaining older women?”

         Ted made a joke about the legal profession, his delivery perfect.

         As the platter of steak went around for seconds, Chappie regaled Frances with tales of Leicester. “Let me tell you, Frances, about the Time It Snowed in October and TZ Had to Plow Everyone Out,” said the older man. It was as if he’d been turned on—mechanically, not sexually—and could not stop till he wound down. “Let me tell you about the Time the Liquor Store Closed Early and We Had a ‘Stone Soup’ Cocktail Party—”

         “Chappie brought the peppermint—what you call it—the peppermint schnapps!” Pilar interrupted.

         “It was all we had!” protested Chappie.

         Frances laughed at the punch lines, not uncharmed, and looked carefully around the table. Felipe’s stare had become so intense, she was relieved when he excused himself to go have another cigarette. Chappie was halfway through the Time Bruno (the Dog) Ate the Turkey before it dawned on Frances that he was referring to Thanksgiving.

         These people weren’t just acquaintances, of course—she had sensed that right away. But now she knew the whole of it. Maybe it was the wine, but when she was faced with the incontrovertible truth, it made her feel forlorn and left out: these people spent their holidays together. Appallingly, tears threatened. “Something in my contact—I’m sorry—bathroom.” Mumbling, she rose and got awkwardly out from the tight side of the table.

         The door down the hall that Annie directed her to was shut; there seemed to be someone inside, but Frances didn’t even bother to try the knob to make sure. She just stood in the dark hall and closed her eyes, trying not to cry. They would never belong anywhere, she and Ted. Like sinners in some summer-colony religion, they seemed predestined never to belong, as if there were something about them that had branded them with outsider status for the rest of their lives. Some air of desperation or neediness, or maybe it was just her hypercritical mindset. Lucas would have no friends and be consigned to a life of solitude and paranoia, just like her.

         “Are you all right?” Frances snapped open her eyes as the door creaked open. Felipe was standing right in her personal space. He looked at her with concern. She could barely breathe. He was so sexually attractive, she could have knelt down right there and then and given him a blow job. Instead, she looked vaguely up—vaguely away from him.

         “I am going to have another cigarette. Would you like to join me, Frances?”

         “Oh—no. No, thank you. I don’t smoke. I mean, I have smoked, I’m not one of these anti-smoking Nazis…”

         He listened, his face unmoving. His self-possession—his quietude—made Frances tremble. American men! she thought with aggrieved exasperation. The whole goddamn clusterfuck going on about their techniques for brining, for sourdough starters; comparing notes on the jamminess of their favorite pinot noir. Whereas Felipe—Felipe took her face in his hands and flicked his thumb gently over her cheekbone. “If you change your mind…”

         Frances staggered into the bathroom. She shut the door and felt her face where he had touched it. She mugged and grinned at herself in the mirror. She sat on the toilet shaking her head, then just laughing. And she had worried the evening would be a bore! The one thing she had never thought of in these years of social mobility was having an affair. She had been pregnant, nursing…she had been too busy, too tired, too irritated, too anxious…but now in Leicester! Leicester, of all places.

         When she opened the door, Ted was standing there.

         “You looked so upset, hon—I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

         “Yeah, I just got—I don’t know.” She no longer minded about anything and so was able to speak lightly, in a voice imbued with good humor. “I fucking hate starting over, you know? I feel like we’ll never be accepted anywhere and we’re just going to be, like, these journeymen…I don’t want to keep trying new towns every summer! It’s depressing!”

         “We’re not going anywhere,” Ted said with uncharacteristic authority.

         “What do you mean?” Frances said. “How can you be so sure?”

         Ted glanced behind him, and his voice dropped to a murmur. “You know the Miradox litigation? The arthritis thing?”

         “Of course I know the Miradox litigation!” Frances whispered hotly. “I do listen when you talk about work, despite what you think!” It was only the enormous class-action defense Ted’s firm had been pitching to try and get for six months.

         “Yeah? Yeah?” He laughed rather maniacally.

         “Ted! Stop!” she hissed. “You sound hysterical. Are you drunk?”

         “Okay, so our landlord and host, Thomas A. Ziegler, is head of compliance for the people who make that shit.”

         “Oh my God, Ted.” She stared at him. “You’re kidding me. You are fucking kidding me.”

         Ted shook his head. “Indeed I am not, my lady.”

         “Oh my God!” she murmured. “Oh. My. God.”

         “I bring this in? I’m gonna make partner. You realize that, right?”

         “The karma in this place! It’s just—it’s crazy. It’s unbelievable!” She added quickly, “And we fucking deserve it. After those assholes last summer? ‘There’s a ten-year waiting list and even then…’ You know what? Take your waiting list and shove it up your ass!”

         “I know.” Ted tottered, off balance, then lurched by her and into the bathroom. “I’m fine! I’m totally fine,” he said, putting up a hand as he steadied himself on the vanity.

         “Ted, you’re wasted! Please,” Frances pleaded. “Please, just be careful, okay? I don’t want to fuck it up. Think about Miradox!” she begged.

         “I’m fine!” he half shouted as Pam Carmichael went by, empty platters in her hands.

         “He’s fine, ha-ha!” Frances said.

         “Well, I should hope so!” said Pam. “Chappie makes a mean G and T!”

         Ted had closed the bathroom door. Frances rapped quietly on it. “You okay, Ted?” she murmured. “You sure you’re okay?”

         “I’m fine—I’m fine, Frannie. I just gotta—I gotta get it together. I’ll be right out, I promise you, right out.”

         Pam reappeared and Frances followed her back to the table, chatting volubly, not wanting to draw attention to Ted’s absence. Chappie was standing at the little drinks table fixing himself another, and Tommy Ziegler was engaged in what looked to be a serious conversation with Felipe, but he stopped and opened his arm to gesture her back as she took her seat.

         “So what do you say, Frances?” said that warm, silvery-soft voice.

         It took Frances a moment to find Annie Ziegler at the other end of the table. “Wait, what do I say? You mean, do I—”

         Pam gave a giggle. “Y’all in or out?”

         “In or out?” Frances was embarrassed because she didn’t get the joke. “I’m sorry,” she said miserably. “Did I miss something?”

         Chappie sipped off the top of his fresh drink. “Thanksgiving! It’s only five months away!”

         TZ clapped her on the back. “Poor kid—she’s probably dying to get the hell out of here and never come back, but she’s too polite to say so! Ha-ha-ha!”

         “Will you be joining the Leicester crew?” Pilar inquired. “Tragically, Felipe and I can no longer come. It is too far from Buenos Aires, and it is not a holiday in Argentina. Our ‘Turkey Days’ are behind us.”

         “Me?” Frances said wondrously.

         “Well…” Pam paused, her eyes twinkling. “I think we’ll let ol’ Ted come too!”

         Frances wished she could roll with it, but she couldn’t even manage to smile. “But you don’t even know us! I mean—you just met us!” She looked around the table at the cheerful, attentive expressions. “How do you know we’re not awful?”

         “I can assure you—we’re not awful!” Ted joked, appearing from the bathroom and walking unsteadily to his chair.

         Annie didn’t falter. “I just know, Frances,” she said. Her eyes were bright. “I can always tell.”

         Squeezing back in beside her, Chappie said, “Some people get Leicester. Some people don’t.”

         TZ pretended to cough as he said, “The Johnsons!”

         “Oh God—don’t remind us,” someone said.

         “Oh, dear—what did the Johnsons do?” Frances asked, feeling an enjoyable rush of schadenfreude.

         Even grim Theresa was nodding, a look of acceptance softening her harsh, dismissive mien. “I knew you were gonna fit in. Didn’t I say to you, Annie? When we watched them walking up to the wrong door earlier? I said, ‘That doesn’t matter because they’re the kind of people we like.’”

         Frances blinked rapidly. For the second time that night, she was afraid she was going to cry. “We—I mean, both of us,” she said, including Ted in a gesture, “we’d love to.” She knew she sounded too serious, as if it mattered too much, as if this were the invitation she had been pathetically waiting for her whole life. She prayed they couldn’t detect the tremor in her voice when she said, “I just hope the dog doesn’t eat the turkey this year!”

         Approving laughter spun them into the dessert course—strawberries and whipped cream. Frances tried to get up to help dish it out, but Pam waved her down. “That side of the table never helps. It’s too hard to get out. Y’all just sit there and hold down the fort.”

         “Look what I did,” said Annie, returning from the kitchen with a French press pot of coffee and a piece of paper. “I printed out the lease for you.”

         “Oh my God, Annie, thank you so much! We tried to get it done in town but—”

         “Yeah, good luck with that!” said Theresa.

         “Magnífico!” cried Ted, who had hauled out his high-school Spanish to converse with Pilar. Chappie withdrew a pen from his breast pocket. Ted signed with a flourish and then Frances did, happy and relieved, as she didn’t want Annie to think they were taking things for granted or presuming that their nascent friendship meant that they wouldn’t respect the fiscal relationship.

         Annie glanced at it and then up at Ted and Frances, grinning. “Did you notice I changed the term? Instead of Labor Day, I put a year.” She held up a hand. “Same price! Same price! It’s not about the money.”

         “What?”

         “Really? Are you sure, Annie?”

         “Un año!” cried Ted. “Perfecto! I mean, if we’re gonna be here for Thanksgiving, right? Which is great by me! My brother’s wife is a fucking control freak!” With a violent lurch, Ted pushed himself up from the table and made for the hallway. Jesus, Ted! Frances thought, gritting her teeth. He was going to throw up, she was sure of it.

         “Easy does it there, Teddy boy!” Chappie chuckled. Behind Frances, their chairs pushed back, he and TZ continued their political conversation as if they’d hardly noticed the state Ted was in. Frances just tried to smile and make small talk to cover his behavior. Annie Ziegler left briefly and returned carrying a little silver tray with cream and sugar on it. She set it down in the middle of the table. “Ted’s passed out on the couch,” she announced.

         “Oh no!” cried Frances, mortified. “I’m so sorry! God, I’m sorry, Annie! Work has been insane…I think he was just psyched to unwind—”

         Annie gave Frances a withering look. “You think every one of us seated at this table haven’t all gotten so wasted we couldn’t see straight? A hundred times? That’s what friends are for!”

         “I am European. We don’t get ‘wasted’ the way you do in America,” Pilar observed. “We have a small glass, perhaps a vermouth. A glass of sherry…”

         Pam leaned across the table and put a warm hand over Frances’s. “Y’all really don’t have to worry—that’s the beauty of Leicester.” She squeezed Frances’s hand as she made her point. “No one will ever judge you here. For anything. Anything. You’re one of us, ya hear?”

         Frances nodded, humbled by the sentiment.

         “Anyway,” Theresa said dryly from her end of the table, “nothing TZ hates more than a teetotaler!”

         “Is that true?” Frances turned to her, dropping all pretension. “Is that really true? All right, well—thank you. All of you.” She tried to smile as she dug into her berries and cream. “These guys work so hard…I guess we’ve been a little stressed. I don’t know—toddler, new town.” She turned to Theresa. “So, you’re in human resources?” This much Frances had gathered at some point. Too late, she realized she didn’t have a single intelligent follow-up question to ask about Theresa’s job, so she just cleared her throat and said determinedly, “What’s that like?”

         “These days?” Theresa raised her eyebrows. “A lotta bullshit. Trying to hire URMs, that kinda crap.”

         “UR—sorry?”

         Listening in, TZ put his hands up to make air quotes. “‘Under. Represented. Minorities.’ Load of crap.” He said to Frances, “Did it ever occur to you that maybe they’re underrepresented ’cause they’re not qualified?”

         “Uh, yeah,” Theresa said rudely. “It did occur to me, TZ—that’s my whole fucking point.”

         “I grew up poor!” Tommy said. “Food-stamps poor—you with me? My dad had a stroke when I was fourteen and never worked again. You don’t see me expecting a handout, do you, Frances? You don’t see me thinking someone should just give me a job on a silver plate, do you?” He went back to his debate with Chappie.

         Pilar spoke up. “If I may ask you, Frances, do you feel safe in the city with a small child?”

         “Safe?” Frances said distractedly. “Sure. I mean, it can be a hassle. Schlepping the stroller everywhere…”

         “Do not get me wrong. I love the city. I absolutely love it. I say to Felipe every day: ‘Please! Let us move back! I am begging you! Let us move back to America.’ But after dark…” She and Theresa exchanged glances. “The animals come out!”

         “Animals?” Frances said, recalling an incident when Ted had been confronted by a pair of raccoons in the park at night.

         “You know what I mean, the ones who come out to prowl!”

         “Crime rates have dropped in the city, Pilar,” TZ said judiciously. “Crime’s way down since you and Felipe left.” He tipped his chair back to continue his conversation with Chappie.

         Pilar gave an elaborate shrug. “Perhaps. If it were I…”

         Annie hovered nearby with the coffeepot. “So, are you gonna be up in Leicester full-time with that cutie-patootie little Lucas for the summer and Ted’ll go back and forth?”

         “I—”

         Annie beamed. “Super. Just super. Hey, Tom! Tommy! You know what I’m thinking about for the next dinner party?”

         “Annie, I’m having a serious conversation here. Can you please not interrupt me?”

         Well, excuuuuuuse me, Annie mouthed to Frances. “Cream, anyone? Sugar? Who takes sugar?”

         “Kenyan in the fucking White House!” TZ said insistently. “What do you expect?”

         “That’s not my point—”

         “They get to feeling empowered. That’s all I’m saying. They get to feeling empowered.”

         “Sure, given. But that’s not my point, TZ—”

         “Did I ever tell you ladies about the time I was mugged in broad daylight? These animals came after me. They got everything! They took my watch! It was a present from Felipe for our anniversary.”

         Pam murmured something to Pilar.

         Pilar looked exasperated. “What do you think, Pam?”

         “Can’t say Black, Pammie!” Theresa interjected loudly. “It’s African-American. They don’t want to be called Black anymore.” She gave a bark of laughter. “That was last year.”

         “Oh, Pilar,” Annie was saying softly. “That is terrible. I am so sorry. I am so very sorry for your trauma.”

         “’Twas indeed traumatic. They surrounded me. One—he was threatening me, swearing, you know?”

         “Motherfuckah!” Theresa cackled.

         TZ let the front legs of his chair drop to the floor and picked up a fresh bottle of red. “So, Frances, we never told you the best story about Leicester.”

         “No, thank you!” Frances said. She shifted her wineglass away from him.

         “Just a little taste,” TZ insisted. “Finish what you’ve got in your glass—this is the good stuff. We saved the best for last! South African cabernet. Okay, so I call this one ‘When the Johnsons Came to Town.’”

         “Oh, no, Tommy.” Frances shook her head. “I don’t want to hear that one.”

         “Nah, nah—you gotta hear it. It’s a funny one. It’s really fucking funny.”

         “I can guess how it ends, Tommy!”

         “You can?” Tommy looked miffed. He shot an accusatory glance at his wife, who cried, “Don’t blame me! Don’t you dare blame this one on me!”

         Beside her, Chappie spoke up suddenly. “Wait, do you know them? Do you know the Johnsons? It’s a small world.”

         “No, I don’t know them,” Frances said.

         “You know the Johnsons?” This was Tommy again. “How do you like that? Jeez, what are the chances?”

         “No, I don’t! I don’t know them—”

         “Well, let me be clear—I want to be perfectly clear!” A respectful hush came over the table as the host drew himself up. He spoke in a measured, serious tone, full of consideration. “It had nothing to do with the fact that Rich Johnson is Black and his wife is the…you know, the whatchamacallit. Nothing to do with it at all. Ask anyone around this table. Anyone at all. I wasn’t born with a silver spoon in my mouth—I’m friends with all kinds of people, all kinds. Guy I work with, he’s Black. He’s been with us since we started. Great guy! Superior guy. One of the best. He and I get lunch first Thursday of every month. Ask anyone! Ask anyone here! Isn’t Nattie-O my best pal—Annie! Hey! Annie!”

         “Don’t say Black, Chappie, dear—it’s African-American!”

         Pam and Theresa and Annie shook with silent mirth.

         “I have never understood this,” Pilar remarked. “Why they call themselves African-American. Are they from Africa or America? It is necessary to choose, no?”

         “NWA in the actual White House, I’m telling you!” TZ stretched lazily and yawned. “All bets are off!” He rose to his feet and began to dance in place at the head of the table, swiveling his hips and using the wine bottle as a microphone.

         “He’s gonna do it!” Pam clapped her hands together.

         “‘Straight outta Compton, crazy motherfucker—’”

         “TZ!” screamed Annie in delight. She balled up a napkin and threw it at him.

         Felipe caught Frances’s eye flirtatiously. “Well, then, I am also offended! My wife is from Madrid, Frances, and I am offended that you do not refer to her as European-American! Do you hear me? I am offended!”

         “‘Crazy motherfucker named Ice Cube!!’ Something, something, something, something, something…”

         “Well, then, how about colored?” Chappie snapped. “Can I say colored? How about that? Or how about Negro? Does that work for you? Or what about just plain old fucking—”

         Frances’s hands jerked. Her wineglass smashed to the floor.

         For a moment, the room was absolutely silent. Then they all burst into astonished laughter and applause. “And on her first night!” Pam cried over the hooting and the clapping. “Her very first night!”

         From the foot of the table, Annie raised her glass to the newcomer. “Well, hallelujah! You’re christened now, Frances!” she cried. “You’re one of us!”
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